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2018 SAMLA Graduate Student Essay Award

“I ain’t got no use for none of that”: 
Contemporary Christian Kitsch and 

Iconography in Flannery O’Connor’s 
“Parker’s Back”

Cameron Lee Winter

Flannery O’Connor, as a literary critic, was quick to decry the kitsch 
and triteness of contemporary Christian fiction. In “Catholic 

Novelists,” she finds that this “large body of pious trash” comes from 
artists “distorting their talents in the name of God for reasons that they 
think are good—to reform or to teach or to lead people to the Church” 
(180, 174). In “trying to reflect God” as an a priori approach to aesthetic 
production, they create “practical untruth” that “leave[s] out half or 
three fourths of the facts of human existence and [is] therefore not true 
either to the mysteries we know by faith or those we perceive simply 
by observation” (174, 175). The inhumanity and the un-reality of this 
approach results in works that are impotent “to reform or to teach” 
about the “mysteries . . . know[n] by faith.” O.E. Parker of O’Connor’s 
“Parker’s Back” expresses a similarly dismissive attitude towards arti-
facts of Christian kitsch. As he thumbs through the pages of the tat-
tooist’s book of religious illustrations to find an image that perfectly 
embodies his (perhaps literal) enthusiasm for a tattoo of “just God,” he 
observes “The Good Shepherd, Forbid Them Not, The Smiling Jesus, 
[and] Jesus the Physician’s Friend” as he “flip[s] the pages quickly, 
feeling that when he reached the one ordained, a sign would come,” 
likely among the “less reassuring” content (522). The flippancy with 
which he approaches these named works is intriguing, for these images 
allude directly and indirectly to some of most popular Christian prints 
of the period created by artists like Warner Sallman, Louis Jambor, or 
Heinrich Hoffman, whose works still grace the walls of churches glob-
ally. Despite their ubiquity and popularity, though, these works barely 
register to Parker’s zeal. Instead, O’Connor minimizes and tosses aside 
these contemporary icons, having Parker settle instead on “a flat stern 
Byzantine Christ with all-demanding eyes” that is “less reassuring” 
(522). 



Cameron Lee Winter

2

Ultimately, Parker’s phlegmatic treatment of these images reveals 
something of O’Connor’s larger discontent with the ways contempo-
rary Christianity, both Protestant and Roman Catholic, trades the ana-
gogical abilities of Christian art for the banality of kitsch. However, my 
primary concern is not specifically with the anagogical components of 
O’Connor’s works, but with the embedded distinctions between the 
anagogical and the banal, between high art and low art, in “Parker’s 
Back.” Helpful in that distinction is the work of John Fisher, whose 
“High Art Versus Low Art” provides different classification spectrums 
that critics use to categorize works of art as “high” or “low.” The first, 
the cognitive spectrum, categorizes art often within a similar genre of 
production by differentiating between “higher” artworks that demand 
a deeper level of audience participation and those “lower” forms that 
do not (413). The lower art forms are easily accessible and quickly con-
sumed due to the lack of cognitive, emotional, or imaginative demands 
placed on the observer. Fisher finds that those who tend to hold this 
view “find popular art to be essentially flawed” due to the absence of 
the meditative, participatory component (413). It is “accessibility with 
limited effort” (413). 

The second category Fisher locates is a category of mediums. He 
defines the distinction as such: “Those [art forms] growing out of the 
modern system, are thought of as ‘high art,’ whereas the new forms 
tend to be thought of as ‘low’” (411). For the former, forms like paint-
ing, literature, sculpture, poetry, even iconography are considered 
“high art” mostly because of their association with Classical cultures. 
In the latter case, tattoos (as a “newer” medium in a modern, Western 
sense), video games, rock or pop music, comics, television shows, or 
movies are “lower” art forms because they are not Classical and are also 
easily produced, reproduced, and marketed to a wide-ranging audi-
ence. Fisher speculates that critics categorize these as “lower” art forms 
because of cynicism towards technological change and skepticism of 
anything mass produced. 

However, these distinctions between high and low art are often over-
looked in the scholarship on “Parker’s Back,” in which scholars well-note 
the religious significance of Parker’s back tattoo. Peter Candler notes 
that O’Connor’s aesthetic revolves tightly around this concept of the 
anagogical, which understands that “the visible realities of this world 
only take on a fullness of meaning—indeed, they only become truly 
visible—when seen in the paradoxical light of the unseen” [emphasis 
in original] (12). The absurdities of reality achieve their fullest meta-
physical meaning when seen through the lens of faith. For Jacqueline 
Zubeck, O’Connor embodies this anagogical vision in the iconography 
of “Parker’s Back.” She writes, “The icon specifically gives expression to 
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O’Connor’s belief in the Word Made Flesh, and is theologically, aes-
thetically, and historically resonant with the God-Man living in a mate-
rial world” (383). The icon is thus a dramatic form of incarnation, rep-
resentative of Jesus’s dual godhood and manhood. Similarly, Dennis 
Slattery notes of the incarnational component of Parker’s tattoo that 
“the icon is precisely that fullest image which weds the ontological with 
the cosmological” (122), and Katherine LeNotre argues that “the image 
of Christ represents the analogous union between finite creatures and 
an infinite God” (410). These valuable analyses unfortunately overlook 
the significance of Christian kitsch to Parker’s anagogical vision and 
kitsch’s aesthetic relationship with the icon itself. Critical focus on 
the icon, rather than the category distinctions that the icon-against-
kitsch and icon-as-tattoo performs, de-emphasizes the text’s critique 
of Christian art as well as the implicit dramatization of incarnational 
theology displayed in the collapse of distinctions between categories 
of high and low art. Applying Fisher’s two category distinctions of high 
and low art to the text of “Parker’s Back” not only highlights the spiri-
tual importance O’Connor places on high-liturgical iconography as an 
anagogical encounter against those of Christian kitsch, but also dem-
onstrates a redemptive, incarnational drama embedded within low-art 
tattooing of a high-art icon as well as O’Connor’s broad dissatisfac-
tion with the moral and aesthetic impotence of “reassuring” Christian 
kitsch. 

The first category configuration, that of the cognitive hierarchy of 
art, demonstrates O’Connor’s distaste for the aesthetic and theologi-
cal impotence of contemporary Christian kitsch against that of the 
icon’s revelatory potency. In the cognitive configuration, “Genuine art 
should require active spectatorship. But mass or popular art, to gener-
ate broad appeal and accessibility, abets passive reception” (Fisher 415). 
O’Connor expresses similar critiques of mass, popular, or low art: 

Art never responds to the wish to make it democratic; it is not 
for everybody; it is only for those who are willing to under-
go the effort needed to understand it. We hear a great deal 
about humility being required to lower oneself, but it requires 
an equal humility and a real love of the truth to raise oneself 
and by hard labor to acquire higher standards. (“Catholic 
Novelists” 189) 

For O’Connor, art “is not for everybody” since it is “only for those who 
are willing to undergo the effort needed to understand it.” In O’Connor’s 
mind, most observers or readers are simply averse to putting forth this 
kind of mental effort. The lowest art in O’Connor’s mind, is that which 
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is easily consumed, since in so sacrificing its aesthetic potency for mass 
appeal, it loses something of the “real love of the truth.” Thus, Christian 
art cannot merely play into the easiest modes of appeal but instead must 
unapologetically demand mental engagement beyond the diegetic ele-
ments of the text or image and the “lower” meanings of allegory and 
tropology.1 O’Connor argues, specifically in the case of fiction, that art 
should “every time [it] describes a fact, . . . reveal a mystery,” but poor 
Christian fiction instead provides an “Instant Answer” that necessarily 
“tid[ies] up reality” and obfuscates the “deeper and stranger visions” of 
the mysteries of faith (“Catholic Novelists” 184, 178, 184). The action of 
lowering art, especially Christian art, to appeal to a broader consumer 
base that does not hold “higher standards” necessarily truncates the 
mysteries of faith, since they are rendered in terms that are approach-
able, “reassuring,” or an “Instant Answer” to the complicated paradoxes 
of faith. The Christian fiction writer operates with a “faith [that] is a 
‘walking in darkness’ and not a theological solution to mystery” (184). 
The practice of rendering Christian dogma into an easily consumed 
form is not only impossible, but trying to accomplish this goal alters 
and reduces the mysteries of faith into “practical untruth[s].” 

Though O’Connor applies her Christian aesthetics to fiction, it 
might easily be extrapolated to any aesthetic practice generally, es-
pecially those claiming a Christian intentionality. The true Christian 
artist preserves reality by being a “prophet” or a “realist of distances,” 
which involves “distort[ing] appearances in order to show a hidden 
truth” (“Catholic Novelists” 179). O’Connor’s distortion to reveal the 
“hidden truth” is accomplished in her texts through the grotesque, ec-
centric characters and conflicts that parabolize redemption, evil, and 
incarnation. Inversely, Christian kitsch preserves an ideal or realist ap-
pearance in order to show an obvious truth. Christian kitsch, especially 
those mentioned in “Parker’s Back,” employ a visual image “to reform 
or to teach or to lead people to the Church,” yet the perfected real-
ism of Christian kitsch leaves no room for meditative exploration, and 
thus diminishes and perverts the complicatedness of Christian dogma 
and exchanges it for a trite, obvious moralism. The theological reality 
of kitsch is presented with such a level of sentimental garishness that 
it perverts the true “mysteries of faith” into a “tid[ied] up reality.” In 
prioritizing the objective “to reform or to teach or to lead people to 
the Church,” a larger Christian truth is pushed through the filters of 
sentimentality and trite luridness that transforms it into a practical 
untruth. The prints in the tattooist’s book do not require the observer 
to break through the difficulty of distorted appearance to arrive at a 
hidden truth; they are “reassuring”—not challenging. O’Connor, in 
distinguishing between different forms of Christian art, exposes her 
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religious interpretation of the cognitive distinction that differentiates 
between high Christian art and low Christian art based on an evalua-
tion of its anagogical complexity and performative theology. 

Thus, the deployment of “low” kitsch within “Parker’s Back” sug-
gests a theological drama between the saccharine banal and the deeply 
affective and spiritually potent iconography of faith. The images 
O’Connor references in “Parker’s Back” take inspiration from the ubiq-
uitous forms of Christian kitsch common to her contemporary milieu 
and are described in the text as “The Good Shepherd, Forbid Them 
Not, The Smiling Jesus, Jesus the Physician’s Friend.” The first, “The 
Good Shepherd,” likely invokes the works of Bernhard Plockhorst and 
Warner Sallman, The Good Shepherd and the derivative The Lord is 
My Shepherd, respectively. These images portray Jesus as a literal 
shepherd and literally display Jesus’s message to his disciples, “I am 
the good shepherd” (English Standard Version, John 10:11a). Jesus, in 
both images, is placed in the center of the frame in a setting of pastoral 
beauty as a small flock of sheep gather around his feet, grazing gently. 
In his left arm he holds a lamb, which he looks at affectionately, and in 
his right hand he holds a shepherd’s crook. These comforting images 
display Christ’s benevolence and paternalism towards his people, 
who, it seems shall do more than “lie down in green pastures (Psalm 
23:2a). The second, “Forbid Them Not,” perhaps refers to Sallman in He 
Careth For You, which features Jesus sitting among smiling children of 
European descent with the homes of small-town America in the back-
ground. As the children look upon him affectionately, Jesus stares off 
into the distance stoically. While the content of the image references 
Matthew 19:14 and Jesus’s rebuke of his disciples for forbidding the 
children to “come unto [him],” the print’s title references 1 Peter 5:6-7, 
which says “Humble yourselves therefore under the mighty hand of 
God, that he may exalt you in due time: Casting all your care upon him; 
for he careth for you” (KJV). Both Sallman’s painting and O’Connor’s 
fictional “Forbid Them Not” suggest a paternalism and benevolence in 
God’s character while suggesting the need for a simplicity of faith akin 
to those of children. The third, “The Smiling Jesus” might reference 
Sallman’s world-famous The Head of Christ portrait that Barry Moser 
affectionately refers to as “ubiquitous and saccharine” (qtd. in Zubeck 
“Back to Page One” 97). In it, Jesus sits as if for a portrait, looking dis-
tantly off past the frame. There is no apparent moralism to this print or 
O’Connor’s reference to it, except perhaps to suggest a familial connec-
tion to Jesus, who is posed like a beloved family member for a portrait 
over the mantelpiece. Finally, “The Physician’s Friend” may reference 
an iteration of type-paintings that depict Jesus guiding various workers 
in their labors, which, from the title, one may infer is for the medical 
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profession. For instance, Warner Sallman’s Christ Our Pilot depicts a 
sailor at the helm amidst rough seas as a tall, ghostly Jesus points off 
into the distance toward what is presumably safety.2 These composi-
tions are easily applied across different occupations and allegorically 
imply Jesus’s patronage of various professions and, again, a benevo-
lent paternalism devoid of any threatening theological message. While 
O’Connor does not reference these prints directly, their titles all refer-
ence common forms of the popular Christian art movements of the 
postwar period.3 And, each of these prints operates in an allegorical 
mode that “tid[ies] up reality.” Nothing is distorted for imaginative en-
gagement; the metaphors are obvious, and Jesus represents nothing 
more than a benevolent pastor who offers occasional office advice and 
(may) enjoy the presence of children. This Jesus is no challenge, no 
disruptive presence, but a bourgeois patron deity. 

For Leonid Ouspensky, a Russian Orthodox theologian and iconog-
rapher, works of this kind are problematic for their “lowering of the 
divine transcendence to our human conceptions”—a trend toward a re-
alism that interrupts our mental “communition” with divinity through 
true Christian art: “The ‘realistic trend’ is therefore not a ‘revelation 
of the life in Christ.’ Or at least it truncates it” (472). He continues, 
“The ‘realistic’ trend in painting, the outcome of an autonomous cul-
ture, expresses the existence of a visible world which is independent 
of the divine world” and fails to “initiate people into the mysteries of 
salvation” because the image’s scope “limits itself to the humanity of 
Christ” (472, 473). Again, modern, mass-produced Christian paintings, 
especially these that depict Jesus as wholly human, fail to cognitively 
entice and draw in observers to the fullness of his divinity, thus failing 
to “initiate people” into the mysterious aspects of true Christian faith. 

The icon, however, like the “Byzantine Christ”—likely the Christ 
Pantocrator—that Parker elects for his tattoo demands participation 
because of its simplified rather than over-realist composition (522). 
Ouspensky’s description of early Christian iconography is useful: “The 
image is reduced to a minimum of details and to a maximum of expres-
sion. . . . The Christian painter renounces the naturalistic representa-
tion of space . . . What is important is not so much the action that is 
represented but this communion with the viewer” (78-79). Jacqueline 
Zubeck elaborates on this aesthetic phenomenon: 

Iconography differs from realistic perspective and its creation 
of depth and distance and creates, instead, what might be 
called an invitational point of view by using “inverted” or “in-
verse” perspective. Inverse perspective establishes a place for 
the viewer within the plane of the icon itself, who becomes 
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situated, like the icon itself, on the threshold between heaven 
and earth. This inclusional perspective is all to the point—the 
medium is the message—and the aesthetics serve the theol-
ogy: the word is made flesh in the experience of the viewer. 
(“Back to Page One” 98)

Where low Christian art requires little engagement as it necessarily 
truncates the message with clichéd metaphors and allusions that are 
easily recognizable, the icon’s aesthetics demand the viewer’s participa-
tion, which generates an aesthetic if not religious experience. Through 
the teasing of information, the viewer fills in spaces, concentrates on 
oddities of presentation, and in so doing, is invited to find meaning 
in its intentional difference from realistic form. The icon’s simplicity, 
its apparent distortions of reality, display a hidden truth, primarily, as 
“The icon is precisely that fullest image which weds the ontological 
with the cosmological” (Slatterley 122). It is of necessity strange and 
uncanny since it embodies the anagogical vision of the artist by com-
bining, in ostensible grotesqueness, the divine and the mundane. Like 
any good Christian art, it provides “deeper and stranger visions” of the 
mysteries of faith. 

For Parker, as he looks through the book of religious tattoo designs, 
his prophetic, anagogical drive is not remotely piqued by these prints, 
suggesting their failure to bring into contact the ontological and cos-
mological he seeks:

He began to go through it, beginning at the back where the 
up-to-date pictures were. Some of them he recognized—The 
Good Shepherd, Forbid Them Not, The Smiling Jesus, Jesus 
the Physician’s Friend, but he kept turning rapidly backwards. 
(522) 

The “up-to-date” works hardly register. For Parker, his desire is for 
something that shows God. His one invective to the tattooist is: “God 
. . . . Just God. . . . Christ. I don’t care. Just so it’s God” (521-522). The 
way he quickly scans the Sallman-esque prints suggests that they 
barely register as true images of God or of Christ. Parker’s enthused 
instinct drives him beyond the ubiquitous “pious trash.” Their mean-
ings and ideas are obvious, trite, and lack the emotional intensity of 
the Pantocrator’s “all-demanding eyes.” 

This emotional intensity demanded by the Pantocrator is also con-
firmed by the reaction of the folks at the bar Parker visits after receiv-
ing his tattoo, and their questions about the tattoo suggest their own 
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predilection towards the “Instant Answer.” Once they lift his shirt and 
view the tattoo: 

Parker felt all the hands drop away instantly and his shirt fell 
again like a veil over the face. There was a silence in the pool 
room which seemed to Parker to grow from the circle around 
him until it extended to the foundations under the building 
and upward through the beams in the roof. (526) 

Their response to the tattoo is complete confusion, utter silence, as if 
something deeply uncanny, unfamiliar, and holy has entered the physi-
cal realm. Until the shirt drops back over it do they begin to question 
O.E. about the tattoo and wonder what it means: “Maybe he’s gone and 
got religion” or “witnessing for Jesus, ain’t you, O.E.” or “What’d you 
do it for” (526-527). The fact that there is no clear message awaiting 
their gaze, as there would be for the images Parker “recognized” ear-
lier, disturbs them. The foreign, uncanny icon with all-demanding eyes 
“enclosed in silence” calls them to encounter the icon individually and 
wholly. “Enclosed in silence,” it does not speak for itself. Something 
seems to offend their common understanding of the role of modern, 
Christian art as an “Instant Answer” to the mysteries of faith. Their ques-
tions suggest their expectation of a “lower[ing of] the divine transcen-
dence to our human conception.” Their mindset is profoundly modern, 
geared towards the Instant Answer provided by Christian kitsch. O.E.’s 
silence about the icon’s meaning frustrates that desire alongside the 
icon’s demand for “communion with the viewer.” The ostensible “gro-
tesqueness” of this theology challenges the true distortedness of their 
modern vision that would deny the incarnational component of not 
just icons, but also of God in Christ. Parker rebukes their attempts for 
an Instant Answer, saying “What’s it to you” (528). His response is at 
once a rude “brushing off” of their inquiry, but also a subtle demand for 
them to find the answer to their questions themselves and encounter 
the anagogical icon and the divine presence contained therein.  

This difference O’Connor renders between the “high art” of the icon 
against the “low art” of Christian kitsch demonstrates the latter’s in-
ability to spiritually engage with an observer on an aesthetic level. This 
critique via the cognitive spectrum is not merely aesthetic, but also 
religious. The cost of this failure is spiritual and eternal, one that takes 
the disruptive message of grace and perverts it into a practical untruth 
that actively leads people away from true Christian dogma. However, 
her aesthetic critique does not merely align with the cognitive, but also 
utilizes a hierarchy of media that dramatizes the incarnationality of 
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the art of iconography and drives deeper a critique of what she sees as 
a Manichean view of life in contemporary society.

The distinction of mediums is determined by a cynical, conserva-
tive approach to aesthetics made possible by industrialization and the 
emergence of newer forms of expression through developing technolo-
gies (Fisher 411). Art forms like painting, literature, sculpture, poetry, 
and even iconography are considered “high art” forms, usually because 
of their association with Classical cultures and pre-industrial forms of 
aesthetic expression. The lower forms, like pop music, advertisement 
design, comic books, video games, blockbuster movies, or tattoos are 
denied this “high art” categorization because they are usually easily 
produced and created by emerging technologies. These higher forms 
of art are also coded as inherently pure, ingenious, of high quality, and 
canonical, whereas lower forms are ascribed laziness, triteness, or, es-
pecially in the tattoo’s sense, an element of criminality. The former are 
elevated to a level beyond critique and implicitly privileged, while the 
latter are perceived as common, dirty, or worthless. 

This distinction is in some ways Manichean. The higher forms of 
art represent the ultimate spiritual aesthetic accomplishments, while 
the lower forms are a spoiled commodity, ruined by their own contact 
with the lower orders of production and consumption.4 For the critic 
of mediums, the marriage of a lower art form to a higher art form is a 
blasphemy of the highest order and reflects his/her Manichean desire 
for a separation of the spiritual from the banal and common. Of the 
Manichean’s spirit, O’Connor writes, “The Manicheans separated spirit 
and matter. To them all material things were evil. They sought pure 
spirit and tried to approach the infinite directly without any media-
tion of matter” (“The Nature and Aim of Fiction” 68). This philoso-
phy is highly cynical of the attendant desires of material existence and 
privileges anything that would reject the material world for the refined, 
sublimated, and privileged spiritual realms. Manicheanism, O’Connor 
argues, “is also pretty much the modern spirit” and one that a true fic-
tion works against because “fiction is so very much an incarnational 
art” that explores the relationship between spiritual and physical real-
ity (68). Thus, fiction, or any effective art form, really, must effectively 
combine the spiritual and material components of existence that may 
become “symbolic in their action.” For O’Connor’s fiction, this was 
meant to convey the anagogical, “which ha[s] to do with the Divine life 
and our participation in it” (72). Art itself must be incarnational and 
reflect the grotesque mingling of the spiritual—the high—and the ma-
terial—the low—that makes up the whole reality of human existence 
in Christian cosmology. 
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As O’Connor renders the image of the Christ Pantocrator, which 
represents the highest form of socially acceptable art, within a medium 
that evokes the common, criminal, or countercultural, she collapses 
the cultural distance erected between these mediums, performing an 
incarnational drama in that subversive utilization of the icon-as-tattoo. 
Her use of the icon as the representative of that high and privileged 
form is simultaneously a representation of the spiritual. Iconography, 
according to Jacqueline Zubeck, “always maintains the dignity of its 
subject and the nobility of that particular human identity; it depicts 
the actual appearance of these people, but in a transcendent form” 
(“Back to Page One” 96). Its style indicates the spiritual transcendence 
of its human subjects and represents the spiritually privileged artis-
tic mediums of O’Connor’s “Manichean” times. But, by rendering it in 
an artistic medium that is understood, at least by many of O’Connor’s 
contemporaries, as deviant or low, she binds the transcendent, high art 
image to the mundane and the material that is physically rendered on 
Parker’s back through the “low” tattoo. Thus, she not only conveys an 
image that itself “specifically gives expression to O’Connor’s belief in 
the Word Made Flesh, and is theologically, aesthetically, and histori-
cally resonant with the God-Man living in a material world,” but further 
emphasizes that incarnationality in the collapsing of this hierarchy of 
mediums caused by the rendering of the icon as tattoo (Zubeck, “Alpha 
and Omega” 383). In taking a privileged image—the icon—and execut-
ing it through a medium understood as criminal or deviant, O’Connor 
performs the ultimate grotesque mingling of high and low art. And 
the theological potency of the icon and its anagogical connection to 
the spiritual, its rendering through the criminal and deviant tattoo, 
dramatizes the paradoxical combination of “perfect” God and “fallen” 
Man in Christ. The pairing of high and low across this hierarchy of 
mediums forces the viewers of Parker’s tattoo to confront the uncanny 
grotesqueness of this divine interjection into the mundane for Parker’s 
salvation.

In these two separate distinctions between high and low art, 
“Parker’s Back” renders a theological drama about the incarnational 
theology of Orthodox Christology and of the spiritual nature inter-
woven through the phenomenological realm. In the first distinction, 
Christian kitsch fails to adequately create space for individual “encoun-
ters” with the theological potency of art itself. Inversely, the icon, with 
its all-demanding eyes, begs to be encountered. In Parker’s rejection, 
O’Connor critiques kitsch’s triteness and superficiality and emphasizes 
the icon’s power in the bar patrons’ confusion. And reading the second 
distinction reveals how O’Connor collapses the hierarchical distance 
between high and low art mediums to display the moral and spiritual 
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bankruptcy of the modern Manichean mood that would deny the gro-
tesque combination of the spiritual and the physical in the incarna-
tion. O’Connor expected much from her audience, and seems to utilize 
an aesthetic critique that is by her own definition un-democratic, but 
in this story that bookends her illustrious career, her play with visual 
art invites readers to look past Parker’s icons and Sallman’s kitschy 
paintings to see her text as an icon in language and a dramatization of 
incarnation. After all, “fiction is so very much an incarnational art” that 
should leave us with a “renewed sense of mystery” that a sentimen-
tal, pandering Sallman portrait just cannot accomplish (184). Perhaps 
O’Connor asks us to view this as Parker observes the religion of his pool 
hall friends, saying, “I ain’t got no use for none of that” (524).

Notes
1. O’Connor argues in “The Nature and Aim of Fiction” that the “kind of vision 
the fiction writer needs to have, or to develop, in order to increase the mean-
ing of his story is called anagogical, and that is the kind of vision that is able to 
see different levels of reality in one image or situation” (72). She mentions two 
other forms, including the “allegorical,” “in which one fact pointed to anoth-
er” and “tropological, or moral,” “which had to do with what should be done” 
(72). These two she leaves behind to more intently delve into the anagogical 
imagination, which she finds more important to effective Christian aesthetic 
practice.

2. Hilariously, the visual language of the painting suggests that Jesus points the 
sailor away from the breaking clouds and further into the storm.

3. The choice to alter their names may have been a litigious foresight on 
O’Connor or her editors’ part, as most of the images, except Plockhorst’s 
The Good Shepherd, are under copyright by these artists’ estates or media 
conglomerations.

4. This distinction is also informed by a deeply classist perception of aesthetic 
production. Often, it denies the aesthetic quality of an art form or production 
merely because of any associations with lower or working-class popularity. 
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From the Guest Editor

“The Times, Alas, The Times!” Nella 
Larsen’s Passing and the American 

Tradition

Donavan L. Ramon

If the American Negro renaissance gives us many more books like this, with its sin-
cerity, its simplicity and charm, we can soon with equanimity drop the word “Negro”. 

Meantime, your job is clear. Buy the book. 

– W.E.B. Du Bois, “Passing” (review of the novella in The Crisis, July 1929)

There are novels that are enjoyable to read and others that say something about the 
world. And sometimes there are novels that are both. Passing by Nella Larsen is one of 

those books.

 – Heidi Durrow, “‘Passing’ Across The Color Line In The Jazz Age” (review of the       
novella for National Public Radio, April 2010)

The past year has underscored the continued importance of Nella 
Larsen’s influential second novella, Passing (1929). In January 

2018, Penguin Classics reissued the text to coincide with Black History 
Month. Maureen Corrigan, of National Public Radio, marked the oc-
casion by rendering the text “a page-turner premised on an idea that’s 
discussed a lot these days: the idea of race as ‘performance.’” In March 
2018, the New York Times published Larsen’s obituary as part of its 
“Overlooked” series, to rectify its historical exclusion of the obituaries 
of non-white men and women. Though Larsen died in 1964, she was 
finally memorialized as a librarian and gifted writer who chronicled 
life on the color line. In August 2018, Janine Bradbury reported that 
Rebecca Hall will direct a Hollywood adaptation of Passing, starring 
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Tessa Thompson and Ruth Negga as the protagonists, Irene Redfield 
and Clare Kendry. 

At the time of this publication, these are the only details that have 
been revealed; we are unaware of how closely the movie will mirror 
the novella. Maintaining fidelity to this particular text could be a dif-
ficult endeavor, considering the layers of meaning embedded there-
in. Ostensibly, the plot focuses on two middle-class Black women 
who become reacquainted with one another at a chance meeting in 
Chicago, years after being childhood friends. As the narrative unfolds, 
it raises important questions about race, sexuality, class, eugenics, and 
psychology, among other pressing concerns of the day. Many scholars 
attempt to read Larsen’s autobiography in Passing, yet this is a work of 
fiction. Though she might have drawn on personal experience in the 
narrative, we must hesitate reading the text strictly as a reflection of 
Larsen’s life. Her use of the genre of fiction allowed her to offer a sensi-
tive and probing look at racial passing, to expose the truth about race: 
“[it is] one of our most powerful—and dangerous—fictions” (Kaplan 
xi). 

Knopf forced Larsen to change her original title, Nig, to the less 
controversial Passing before publishing it in April 1929. Serving as a 
barometer of the country’s perspectives on racial barriers and their 
supposed impermeability, reviews for the narrative were split along 
racial lines, with white reviewers offering tepid praise and their Black 
counterparts lauding the slim paperback. Alice Dunbar-Nelson, for ex-
ample, concluded her review by telling her readers, “But at all events, 
read it,” while W.E.B. Du Bois encouraged his readers with “Meantime, 
your job is clear. Buy the book.” These two popular Black writers used 
similar directives to convince their audiences to read Passing, which 
speaks highly of the power of Larsen’s prose and her ability to question 
America’s racial fault lines with insight, precision, and nuance.

Despite such high praise, the book’s sales were modest. As Carla 
Kaplan asserts in her introduction to the Norton Critical Edition of 
the text, “Knopf printed three editions of the novel, which sold some 
3,000 – 4,000 copies in 1929” (xxxi), while sales and critical attention 
were minimal “beyond New York City” (xiv).1 The initial modest sales 
stand in stark contrast to the more recent sustained interest in the text. 
Passing was out of print, obscure, and underappreciated for decades 
until Black feminists reignited interest in Larsen and her writings in 
the 1980s, undergirded by the Rutgers University Press critical edition 
of Quicksand and Passing (1986). Edited and introduced by Deborah 
E. McDowell, this edition became the standard one used in classrooms 
for the next two decades. 
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It was McDowell’s edition that introduced me to Larsen’s two ca-
nonical narratives as an undergraduate at Hunter College. There, I first 
encountered Passing in a “Black Women Writers” course, and I vividly 
remember it as one of the first books I consumed in one sitting as a 
nascent English major. I read it as a racial whodunit – a detective story 
where I thought I knew the major deception of the key players (race) 
and eagerly anticipated the big revelatory scene. I re-encountered the 
text as a graduate student at Rutgers University, realizing my fascina-
tion in the plot had only grown after reading other passing narratives 
that are reminiscent of Larsen’s.2 I thought I was breaking new ground 
when conducting research for my seminar paper on the ways in which 
Irene (not Clare) is the primary passer in the text; she passes psycho-
logically by indicating one thing while thinking or doing another to 
appease Clare. Yet I soon realized that psychology was one of the many 
topics already covered in the rich scholarship of the text.

Finally, I encountered the novel as a professor seeking effective 
pedagogical strategies to introduce the phenomenon of passing—and 
the text itself—to my sophomore honors students. Though impressed 
and intimidated by the abundance of book chapters, dissertations, 
and scholarly articles on the text, my research further contextualized 
the historical and literary significance of racial passing. Jumping the 
color line is a distinctly American phenomenon because race is a dis-
tinctly American way to divide and marginalize its citizens. Slavery, 
Jim Crow laws, and institutionalized segregation in the United States 
forced countless light-skinned African-Americans to assume a white 
identity—for safety, freedom, and societal gains. 

The Americanness of passing is well reflected in the literature. 
Scholars believe that the first novel published by an African-American 
was William Wells Brown’s Clotel; or, The President’s Daughter (1853), 
in which Thomas Jefferson’s fictional daughters pass as white in futile 
attempts to escape slavery. The second novel published by an African-
American, Frank J. Webb’s The Garies and Their Friends (1857), also 
employs racial passing; one orphaned child passes for white for most 
of his life while his sister does not. If only Clotel used passing, then we 
could read it as mere happenstance, but observing it in both of these 
premier novels suggests that racial passing and African-American 
Literature are intricately tethered. That the first two novels ever pub-
lished by African-Americans utilized the social phenomenon of pass-
ing as a plot device reaffirms its appeal in antebellum America as a 
route to liberation as well as its importance for the African-American 
literary imagination. 

This interest sustained Black writers for decades, as evidenced by the 
number of passing narratives published from the antebellum period 
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through the Harlem Renaissance: William and Ellen Craft’s Running 
a Thousand Miles for Freedom (1860), Frances Harper’s Iola Leroy 
(1892), James Weldon Johnson’s The Autobiography of an Ex-Coloured 
Man (1912), Walter White’s Flight (1926), and Jessie Fauset’s Plum Bun 
(1929). Yet it was Nella Larsen’s Passing that would become the genre-
defining text to which many subsequent passing narratives would be 
compared, perhaps because it continues the powerful argument of the 
Americanness of passing. For instance, in the novella’s fourth para-
graph, we glean some of Irene’s recollections from her youth: she re-
members Clare as “a pale small girl sitting on a ragged blue sofa, sewing 
pieces of bright red cloth together . . .” (5, emphases mine). She invokes 
the colors of the American flag—red, white, and blue—to not only de-
scribe her memory of Clare but also to highlight the importance of 
passing to the American tradition. Similarly, when Irene looks at Clare 
at a tea party, she drops and breaks a cup, rationalizing that it was “the 
ugliest thing that your [white] ancestors, the charming Confederates 
ever owned” (66). The broken cup is thus a Civil War artifact, symbol-
izing the United States’ division as a result of the war. These subtle 
references to America in the text remind readers that passing, like the 
Civil War and the race-based slavery that led up to it, is conspicuously 
American.

On the occasion of the publication’s ninetieth anniversary, the schol-
ars in this collection critically explore the novella to help readers fully 
comprehend its historical importance and continued relevance, as well 
as propose pedagogical approaches for a twenty-first century student 
population. As such, this special issue is divided into two parts. The 
first section is comprised of contemporary literary criticism of the text. 
Leading it is Clark Barwick’s article, “A History of Passing,” which il-
luminates the publication history of the book, from its initial printings 
to its current iterations. Each publication of Passing has responded to 
current social and cultural movements in the United States. This inter-
est expanded globally beginning in 2010, when the novel was trans-
lated to German, French, and Spanish, among other languages. These 
recent translations are noteworthy because the concept of passing is 
an American endeavor that does not “translate easily to foreign audi-
ences.” Sterling Bland picks up on this Americanness of passing in his 
essay, which explores the ways in which “passing (in its various forms) 
itself constitutes identity, particularly as that identity is complicit with 
the institutions and cultural assumptions that we daily negotiate.” 
Bland uses the novel as evidence of the lack of stable and consistent 
identities within an American context. He situates Passing—both the 
novel and the act—within a history of identity formation in America. 
The racial ideologies that compel Americans to pass are the real prob-
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lems the text highlights, not the act of passing itself. Bland concludes 
his work by asserting that one of the reasons Larsen’s novel still reso-
nates with contemporary readers is because of the prescience of her 
subject matter.

Another reason lies with Larsen’s writing—specifically her dis-
course, diction, and style—taken up by Cynthia Cravens and Barbra 
Chin. Cravens uses narrative theory and psychoanalysis to examine 
Larsen’s subtle stylistic choices, concluding that Passing is ultimate-
ly her defense of bourgeois Harlem. Offering a linguistic analysis of 
the D/discourse of the text, Chin reads Irene’s constant affirmations 
of identity as indicative of the instability of identity and New Negro 
Discourse. She joins Bland in underscoring identity as Larsen’s focus 
and not race specifically.

Diego Millan’s article expands the scope of Larsen’s troubling of 
identity by examining the novel’s subtle yet effective use of laughter. 
He closely reads the novel alongside theories of laughter and quiet, to 
uncover the ways in which Larsen “troubles static identity categories 
and imagines a space for intimacy among women.” For decades, critics 
have observed that the major binaries in the novel are racial and sexual, 
yet Millan points readers to the binary of interior and exterior that the 
novel explodes through laughter. Though we are inclined to associate 
laughter with jocularity and play, Jericho Williams’s article complicates 
this notion. He argues that “brief, joyous moments of play” in the novel 
“allude to unfulfilled possibilities” for both Irene and Clare. By reas-
sessing children and play in Passing, Williams asserts that the protago-
nists pass as effective mothers, yet they are smothered by the demands 
of parenting. This emphasis on parenting calls attention to one other 
layer of passing—motherhood—thus raising the question of what, pre-
cisely, does the novel’s ambiguous title refer to? 

Whereas Millan and Williams offer compelling close readings on 
specific aspects of Passing, Tristan Striker and Emanuela Kucik chal-
lenge readers to explore the novella comparatively. Using paramnesia 
as a compelling hermeneutic, Striker situates Larsen alongside Phillis 
Wheatley and James Baldwin to explore the effects of conflating the 
characters with the authors. He concludes that these canonical Black 
authors “create textual Beings that exist not only beyond their own 
names, but also beyond the names given to them by paramnesiac read-
ers.” In a similar transhistorical move, Kucik reads Jamie Ford’s novel 
about Japanese internment, Hotel on the Corner of Bitter and Sweet 
(2009), through the lens of Larsen’s text. Doing so, she asserts, pro-
vides an astute look into nationalism, war, movement, citizenship, and 
identity. This comparative reach of the novel further reiterates the in-
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tricacies of the text as well as its importance in understanding race 
today.

A long-standing criticism of Passing is that it ends too abruptly, yet 
the two articles that conclude the first section of the journal challenge 
us to reconsider what exactly is the end of the book in the first place. As 
Stephen Andrews notes, the ending is not the narrative’s denouement 
as we have all been taught because it precludes readers from discuss-
ing other aspects of the book as a tactile object, such as the colophon. 
Using typography, he uncovers the ways in which Irene works “in the 
service of a nativist eugenics.” At the conclusion of his essay, Andrews 
reminds readers that neither the narrator, Irene, nor Larsen gets the 
final word of the text; multiple versions of the “final” paragraph pre-
vent such a conjecture. There are two endings to Passing: the first two 
printings concluded with “Centuries after, she heard the strange man 
saying: ‘Death by misadventure, I’m inclined to believe. Let’s go up 
and have another look at that window.’” The third printing ended with 
“Then everything was dark”—it is this phrase that concludes most edi-
tions of the text, including the popular Rutgers University Press teach-
ing edition. 

Ross K. Tangedal’s essay is the first one to collect all the endings in 
one place, revealing the editorial whims that dictate which conclud-
ing words editors choose to publish. Given the multiple endings of the 
text, readers have no way of knowing what Larsen originally intended; 
thus we are forced to accept it “as [a] constant state of flux.” Passing is 
indeed ripe with ambiguity, and Tangedal sheds light on the indefinite 
nature of the text by cogently reining in the endings and subjective 
editorial choices that define the text’s publication history.

In the second section of the collection, the focus shifts from the ana-
lytical to the pedagogical, as it includes three articles that offer specific 
and practical strategies for teaching the text to today’s students. Kristy 
McMorris argues that the novella helps students to critique many of 
their own “assumptions about identity and privilege.” She allows us as 
readers to peer into her liberal arts classroom, where her students learn 
that Passing offers as much insight into today’s American society as 
it did of pre-World War II America. Jennifer Hayes’s article outlines 
one way to reach students—by teaching the text in a Women’s Studies 
course that includes trips to Chicago and/or Harlem. The experiential 
learning aspect can provide a memorable experience for students, as 
they explore the locations that Larsen and her characters traversed. 
Adam Nemmers suggests a novel pedagogical approach in the final 
essay of the collection. He directs his class to study the role of “status” 
in the narrative, with the help of social media. Though students might 
be unfamiliar with passing as a historical phenomenon, they are cer-
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tainly familiar with identity creation vis-à-vis Facebook, Instagram, 
and Twitter. Nemmers invokes social media to better equip his students 
to draw parallels between their online personae and the contrived lives 
many characters conceive of throughout the novel.

One such character craving a different life is Brian Redfield, who is 
stifled in his marriage to Irene, and thus longs for life in Brazil instead 
of Harlem. When Irene curses Clare for intruding on her life, Brian 
mocks her “particular outburst of profanity” with “The times, alas, the 
times!” (37). He affects mock-surprise that his wife, a woman striving 
for middle-class respectability, curses someone from her past whom 
she seems to admire, or at the very least tolerate. His words also im-
plicate the time frame of the novel; the 1920s were a time of progress, 
renewed energy, modernization, wild behavior, prosperity, and a ne-
gation of genteel nineteenth-century standards of womanhood—for 
white America. Meanwhile, African-Americans endured the nation’s 
preoccupation with “maintaining race and ethnic lines at any and all 
costs” (Kaplan xv). Though the methods are different, the policing of 
race and ethnic lines continues. Nella Larsen’s Passing remains as rel-
evant today as in 1929 because race, illogical as ever, still matters. 

One of Larsen’s contemporary reviewers optimistically believed that 
Passing “will help erase racial prejudice” (Griffin). Race, however, is 
not the only barrier that Americans still attempt to navigate in 2019. 
We live in a time when anyone who is rendered “different” can antici-
pate what it might be like to be perceived as a member of the dominant 
group, for purposes of safety and/or social advantage. Passing, for ex-
ample, can enable escape from religious persecution, from attacks on 
non-heteronormative sexuality, or from harassment because of immi-
gration status. This expansive definition of passing helps us to dissect 
the boundaries that classify us and keep us separated, revealing them 
to be subjective and antithetical to American ideals of freedom and de-
mocracy. As a result, the importance of Nella Larsen’s Passing cannot 
be overstated. It is essential reading in several fields including 
Modernism, Mixed-Race/Passing Literature, Literature of Women, 
American Literature, African-American Literature, and Queer Theory. 
With that said, I hope you thoroughly enjoy reading these articles as 
much as I enjoyed editing them; on the ninetieth anniversary of this 
pivotal text we continue to ruminate over Larsen’s perceptive take on 
the futility of the color line.  
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Notes
1. This might be unsurprising since passing as a phenomenon occurs with 
greater ease in large cities, such as New York. Being in a large metropolis af-
fords greater anonymity for racial passers, as they can create new identities for 
themselves and easily blend in with the large population. This explains why 
most narratives of racial passing—real and fictional—occur in New York City 
or in another large metropolis.

2. For instance, I situate Philip Roth’s passing novel The Human Stain (2000) as 
a contemporary revision of Passing. Though Roth and Larsen initially appear 
as strange literary bedfellows, both share preoccupations with education, let-
ters, anonymity, and death. For more on this, see Donavan L. Ramon, “You’re 
Neither One Thing (N)or The Other: Nella Larsen, Philip Roth, and the Passing 
Trope,” Philip Roth Studies, vol. 8, no. 1, 2012, pp. 45-61. 
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A History of Passing

Clark Barwick

Nella Larsen has written a book that will linger in your memory longer than some more 
pretentious volumes. . . . The best way to enjoy Passing is to read it, and then discuss it, 
and ask about ten of your friends for their version of the ending, and get the ten differ-

ent versions you are bound to get. But at all events, read it.

    – Alice Dunbar-Nelson, The Washington Eagle, May 3, 1929

At 90, Nella Larsen’s Passing (1929) remains a deeply relevant novel 
for today’s readers. Yet, as Alice Dunbar-Nelson’s prescient quote 

suggests, Passing’s meaning, from its publication date onward, was 
never stable or concrete. In fact, the novel’s very brilliance, with its 
designed ambiguity and invitation for interpretation, has been its 
capacity to mean a myriad of things to a myriad of readers, now for 
almost a century. The history of Passing—or the story of Larsen’s 
story—then is its own compelling and instructive narrative, as each 
successive generation has actively and even literally projected its own 
needs, desires, and anxieties upon Larsen’s groundbreaking work. As a 
result, Passing’s history, with its radical swings in reception and repu-
tation, has been as remarkable as that of any work in American lit-
erature. Over the past nine decades, Passing has gone from critically 
acclaimed (late 1920s) to totally obscure and out-of-print (1930-1969) 
to socially relevant but underappreciated (1970s-early 1980s) to mas-
sively significant and canonized (mid-1980s-present). Today Larsen’s 
novel is considered a landmark work in the fields of African American 
and American literature, feminism, queer studies, modernism, inter-
racial literature, and the history of American race. Hundreds of books, 
scholarly articles, and dissertations have taken the novel as their focus. 
Yet, even within Larsen’s own compact catalogue, Passing has never 
held a fixed role. In the essay that follows, I will trace the rich history 
of Larsen’s novel, arguing that this record of publication and reading 
provides us with critical insight not just into the shifting interpretation 
of an important novel but also into how America has understood—
and continues to understand, and will continue to understand—race, 
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gender, sexuality, and ultimately, those who do not easily fit into its 
prescriptive categories.

The Publication of Passing (1929) and the Harlem 
Renaissance
When Passing first appeared on bookshelves in April of 1929, readers 
probably did not anticipate a new novel from Larsen coming so soon. 
Quicksand, Larsen’s first effort, had been published just a year before, 
and in the wake of its critical success, Larsen drafted her follow-up, 
the second of three works intended for Alfred A. Knopf, in merely two 
months (Berlack 16; Larsen “Letter”). Originally titling her novel “Nig,” 
John Bellew’s racist nickname for his presumptively white wife Clare 
Kendry, Larsen sent an advance copy to her friend Carl Van Vechten, 
who responded with enthusiasm and acted as the go-between with 
the publisher (Van Vechten 241).1 (Larsen would dedicate Passing to 
Van Vechten and his wife Fania Marinoff.) Knopf, a top New York firm 
whose roster included soon-to-be Nobel Prize-winning Thomas Mann 
as well as Langston Hughes, accepted Larsen’s novel by the fall of 1928 
(Larsen “Letter”). By May of the following year, Passing, selling at two 
dollars per copy, went through three printings and sold more than 
3,500 units (Hutchinson, In Search 328). (Notably, the third printing 
omitted the novel’s final paragraph, an edit that would be replicated in 
future reprints.)2

Upon publication, Passing looked and felt very different from previ-
ous Harlem Renaissance works. In terms of content, Larsen’s approach, 
with her focus on the psychology and interiority of women’s lives, 
her subject matter (decidedly not “propaganda,” as Larsen asserted) 
(Berlack 16), and her writing style set her apart. However, the actual 
look of Passing was also distinct. In recent years, African American-
authored books had often featured Aaron Douglas’s (or Douglas-
inspired) block designs, which layered images of modern blackness 
(often a jazz musician) upon scenes of “past” blackness (Africa or the 
jungle). For potential readers, this motif immediately signaled a book’s 
connection to the “Negro Vogue,” or the popular burst of white interest 
in African American culture during the mid-1920s. The front cover of 
Passing, however, called no attention to race. Instead, the dust jacket 
was imageless, with “Passing” and Larsen’s name cleanly framed within 
a decorative red border. The back cover, which provided a short synop-
sis (“The heroine of this novel is a beautiful colored girl who crosses 
the color-line into the white world…”), was equally subdued. Knopf’s 
target audience, at least in terms of the novel’s packaging, was wide. 
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No one—black, white, or other—would be immediately deterred from 
giving the novel a chance (see fig. 1).

The publisher’s advertising campaign, on the other hand, was radi-
cally different. In May of 1929, Knopf placed a series of eye-catching—
and by today’s standards, exceptionally racist—advertisements in the 
New York Herald Tribune. One of the first, appearing on May 5, showed 
a sketch of a man and woman in formal attire above the caption, “I 
like my ladies darker.” The ad misled readers by suggesting that the 
novel was about an affair between Brian and Clare, and concluded with 
the warning: “There are thousands of Clare Kendrys and every woman 

Fig. 1

Knopf first edition of Passing, 1929. Courtesy of Yale Collection 
of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript 
Library.
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who ‘passes’ is a possible storm center” (J24). A second ad, appearing 
the following week, led with an even more astonishing line. “Hello, 
Nig!” the ad announced, with another well-dressed couple appearing 
just above the caption. This time, Bellew was presented as the nov-
el’s central character. With the suggestion of domestic violence, the 
ad reported that the day Bellew discovered Clare to be a “nigger” was 
the day she “met her death” (10 May: 12). A third ad, relatively tame 
compared to the previous two, once again showed an urbane couple 
talking. Beneath this scene was the quote: “In less than five minutes, I 
knew she was ‘fay.’” According to the copy, Passing was a “sensational 
story” that was bound to “startle both Negroes and whites” (17 May: 
16). Concerning this last point, it’s safe to say that these advertisements 
were strategically designed to startle whites rather than blacks and stir 
up the kind of buzz that made Carl Van Vechten’s Nigger Heaven an 
immediate bestseller in 1926 (see fig. 2).3 

Passing was met with mostly positive reviews. The Saturday Review 
of Literature called the novel “powerful in its catastrophe” (Seabrook 
1017), and The New York Times Book Review declared Passing to be “ef-
fective and convincing” (“Beyond” 14). The most laudatory assessments 
came from the African American press. In The Crisis, W.E.B. Du Bois 
hailed Passing as “one of the finest novels of the year” (234), and in 
Opportunity, Mary Fleming Labaree commended Passing as “a novel 
of achievement and promise” (255). Alice Dunbar-Nelson went even a 
step further, celebrating Larsen’s novel as a “masterpiece,” “so provoca-
tive of a whole flood of possibilities” (139). Reviewers were split as to 
Larsen’s writing style—some recognized its modernist brilliance, while 
others found it too terse or “literary” (Seabrook 1017)—and critics were 
likewise impressed or confounded by the novel’s ending.

Yet, more often than not, reviews of Passing veered from focusing 
on the novel’s plotline and became lengthy and self-revelatory disqui-
sitions on “the race problem” and Larsen’s role within it. Passing often 
transformed, as in a New York Sun review, from a fictional work into one 
of the “many recent studies of the mixed race situation” (“Dilemma”). 
Reviewers assumed that the novel was meant to educate whites (“One 
feels that the tale should have been elaborated upon and lengthened 
a little to make it truly comprehensible to the average white reader”), 
and critics were glad to explain Larsen’s intentions and beliefs in writ-
ing the novel (“Miss Larsen, herself the daughter of a white father and 
a Negro mother [sic], believes that while a Negro often is able to pass 
successfully as a white person in white society, he is never happy having 
done so and inevitably feels the urge to return to his own race” [Browser 
19]). But more profoundly, reviewers placed extraordinary expectations 
on Passing, suggesting that the novel had the potential to “solve the 
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[race] problem” (Rennels 2) or “help erase racial prejudice” (Griffin 6). 
Nonetheless, Passing was widely discussed, even if Larsen herself was 
surely bewildered by some of the assessments.

In addition to the high praise of Du Bois and Dunbar-Nelson, 
Larsen’s African American literary contemporaries—those who would 
eventually comprise the “Harlem Renaissance” such as Langston 
Hughes, James Weldon Johnson, and Walter White—lauded Passing.4 
(One notable exception was Wallace Thurman, who felt the novel was 
filled with “ill managed puppets” [119].) In the wake of Passing’s “sensa-
tional” success, Larsen soon became the first African American woman 

Fig. 2

Advertisements for Passing, 1929. The images appeared in the New York Herald Tribune 
on May 5, 1929 (left) and May 10, 1929 (right).



South Atlantic Review

29

to receive a prestigious Guggenheim fellowship, which would allow her 
to travel abroad as she worked on her anticipated next novel (“Wins” 
3).5

The Disappearance of Passing: 1931-1969
In 1930, Passing appeared on The Crisis’s “most important books” list 
for the previous year (“Negro” 51). Yet, by the end of the decade, Larsen 
and her novel would largely disappear from assessments of African 
American writing: an absence that endured for the next forty years. 
Passing, which had been so widely discussed—and deemed important, 
especially by prominent African American intellectuals—dropped 
suddenly from sight.

The traditional “disappearance” narrative places responsibil-
ity on Larsen. In 1930, Larsen was accused of plagiarizing her story 
“Sanctuary,” and though she denied the allegations, the trauma of the 
experience supposedly diminished her desire to write. Larsen also went 
through a messy divorce in the 1930s, which was preceded by public 
coverage of her husband’s infidelity. The failure of her marriage and her 
related depression are often cited as the primary reasons explaining 
why Larsen quit publishing. In the wake of these two events, Larsen, as 
the story often goes, became a “mystery woman” by design, dropping 
out of African American society, moving to the Lower East Side, re-
turning to nursing, and misleading her friends about her whereabouts. 
Although George Hutchinson has demonstrated that each aspect of 
this narrative is far more complicated than usually presented (and is 
sometimes inaccurate), these assumptions about why Larsen disap-
peared continue.6

If Larsen’s own decisions impacted how she and her fiction were im-
mediately remembered, there were other significant critical forces at 
work. By the late 1930s, a literary sea change had occurred, and “Negro” 
literature now meant something different than it did just a decade 
prior. In To Make a Poet Black (1939), Saunders Redding now defined 
“Negro” writing as literature by African Americans (rather than just 
about African Americans) and as a “literature of necessity” (3), focused 
on “Negro” themes. This stricter understanding of the field—which 
was endorsed by Richard Wright and others demanding social realism 
in African American fiction—was difficult on the Harlem Renaissance 
in general, and especially on Larsen. Passing foregrounded interra-
cial themes, racial crossing, and ambiguity. It was not a protest novel. 
Moreover, Larsen had a gender problem. While the Renaissance as a 
whole was characterized and then dismissed as effeminate—Wright 
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famously maligned 1920s writers as “decorous ambassadors” in their 
“knee-pants of servility” who went “a-begging to white America” 
(“Blueprint” 53)—women writers, whose forms and choice of subject 
matter often did not fit easily within the new parameters and expec-
tations of African American writing, were particularly disregarded by 
male critics. There was simply no room for Larsen or Passing in this 
new framework.

Over the next few decades, one could watch as Larsen and her fic-
tion were written out of the Harlem Renaissance. In his massive The 
Negro Genius: A New Appraisal of the Achievement of the American 
Negro in Literature and the Fine Arts (1940), critic Benjamin Brawley 
relegated Larsen to the category of “Other Writers” and devoted just 
three sentences to her work (229). Melvin Tolson, who would become 
influential among African American letters, omitted Larsen from The 
Harlem Group of Writers (1940), his Columbia masters thesis that was 
one of the first histories of the Harlem Renaissance and produced from 
first-person interviews. Despite its claims to “comprehensiveness” (v), 
Sterling Brown, Arthur Davis, and Ulysses Lee’s landmark, 1082-page 
anthology The Negro Caravan (1941) glanced over Larsen, merely noting 
in just one sentence that her work was concerned with upper-class 
African American life and gave “undue importance” (142) to the subject 
of passing. In Negro Voices in American Fiction (1948), Hugh Gloster 
acknowledged Passing as a significant contribution, but then reduced 
the novel to a story of how “the Negro-white hybrid frequently fails 
to attain the satisfactory harmony between his desires and his status 
in society” (141). Robert Bone’s The Negro Novel in America (1958), a 
work that would influence a generation of African American literary 
criticism, argued that Larsen was “among those who lag[ged] behind” 
(97). In his brief reading of Passing, Bone concluded: “Unfortunately, 
a false and shoddy denouement prevents the novel from rising above 
mediocrity” (102).

By the 1960s, interest in—and even knowledge of—Nella Larsen was 
at an all-time low. In 1964, Larsen died alone in her Second Avenue 
apartment, and her death went unnoticed by national, local, and even 
the African American press.7 Yet, African American literature, amidst 
the protests and riots of the Civil Rights era, had already moved on 
from the Harlem Renaissance. The rise of Black nationalism gave birth 
to the Black Arts Movement, which saw itself as the “founding Fathers 
and Mothers” (Baraka “Foreword” xxiii) of Black culture. While James 
Smethurst has shown that Black Arts writers actually had deep points 
of connection to the Harlem Renaissance, it is not difficult to see why 
Passing was not embraced.8 BAM’s ideology and aesthetics celebrated a 
“Black” authenticity that was wholly separate from white America and 
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could not tolerate a “HalfWhite” (in Amiri Baraka’s terms) (“Poem” 
120) author such as Larsen or a text like Passing. There was a class 
component, too. Since the 1920s, the concept of passing had carried 
a middle-class connotation. (In Claude McKay’s Banjo, working-class 
protagonists Jake and Banjo do not engage in the “hopeless, enervat-
ing talk of the chances of ‘passing white’” common to the “colored in-
telligentsia” [321].) Baraka, writing in his essay “The Myth of a ‘Negro 
Literature’” (1963), explicitly associated “middle class” with “white,” 
and blamed writers similar to Larsen for cultivating “any mediocrity, 
as long as that mediocrity was guaranteed to prove to America, and 
recently to the world at large, that they were not really who they were, 
i.e. Negroes” (20). There was also the issue of Passing’s form. The Black 
Arts Movement valued performative genres—or as Larry Neal put it, 
the literature of “a living reality” (654)—such as drama, poetry, and 
music. Passing, as a psychological novel, held no utility. Ultimately for 
BAM, Larsen’s novel was conservative, genteel, and antiquated.

Yet, another paradigm shift was on the way. Despite the Black Arts 
Movement’s complicated relationship with earlier African American 
writing, academic and popular interest in the Harlem Renaissance ac-
tually exploded during the late 1960s. The broader Civil Rights move-
ment had brought new interest in African American history and cul-
ture, and the emergent academic field of Afro-American/Black Studies, 
which like American Studies and Critical Ethnic Studies resulted from 
campus organizing and protests, instituted the Harlem Renaissance 
(known to this point as the “Negro Renaissance”) as foundational to 
its curriculum. As a result, Harlem Renaissance texts began to rapid-
ly come back into print—Jean Toomer’s Cane was one of the first in 
1967—as a new generation of scholars and popular readers discovered 
black writing from the 1920s and 1930s.

The Reemergence of Passing: 1969-1985
It was in this historical moment, after forty years, that Passing reap-
peared. In 1957, Knopf had failed to renew the copyright for Passing, 
and publishers now took advantage of this lapse.9 The two editions 
that were soon published, however—one by Arno Press in 1969 and 
another by Collier Books in 1971—could not have been more different.

The Arno edition, with its stark two-toned, black-and-white cover 
and its sturdy hardback binding, was designed for university and public 
libraries. Arno, whose majority owner was The New York Times, special-
ized in returning “forgotten” books to print, and in 1968, launched its 
“The American Negro: His History and Literature” series under auspic-
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es of “set[ting] the record straight.” As a brochure for the series noted, 
“the Negro past has for the most part been suppressed, neglected or 
distorted . . . Wherever American history has been made, the Negro 
was there. But you’d never know it. Most of his contributions have been 
left out of our schoolbooks, and his writings kept off library shelves. 
The classics written over the past century by and about Negroes have 
been forgotten . . . until now” (Arno). The “Afro-American Culture” 
sub-series included Countee Cullen, Claude McKay, Wallace Thurman, 
Zora Neale Hurston, Rudolph Fisher, W.E.B. Du Bois, and made the 
Harlem Renaissance instantly available for the first time in decades.

Aimed as Arno was at educating “all Americans” (Arno), the Passing 
edition opened with an introduction situating Larsen’s novel in the 
context of African American literary history. “From the beginning,” 
William H. Robinson, a Howard University English professor, wrote, 
taking nothing for granted, “the black woman has played an important 
role in the developments and literary expressions of American Negro 
culture” (i). Robinson proceeded with a lineage of black women writers 
from Lucy Terry to Margaret Walker, and he then detailed the “pass-
ing” tradition, or as he put it, the history of those texts concerned with 
“fair-skinned Negroes abandoning their black identities and ‘passing’ 
for white people” (ii). Ultimately, only two of the introduction’s six 
pages focused on Larsen or her novel. Passing, Robinson concluded, 
was distinct from prior passing novels as Irene’s difficulties were “quite 
ordinary” domestic issues rather than “the reasons that vex the usual 
mulatto” (v). He added that the book’s “authentic insight” came from 
“Miss Larsen’s own parentage,” having “a Danish mother and a Negro 
father” (vi).

The 1971 Collier edition, in contrast, was explicitly meant to be read 
as a “Black” novel in a time of American racial unrest. Designed for a 
mass audience, the paperback communicated urgency, with “Passing” 
blazed in red above a collage of everyday African Americans. Just under 
the title, the cover alerted the potential reader that Passing was “the 
tragic story of a beautiful light-skinned mulatto passing for white in 
high society, who sought dangerously—and too late—to claim her 
black heritage. A searing novel of racial conflict in the 1930s [sic].” The 
novel’s back cover continued with this insistence on blackness, de-
scribing Clare Kendry as “an alien black soul” who “yearned for the 
black experience.” Larsen herself was now referred to as a “black” writer 
who had crafted a “provocative spellbinder of social tragedy and vio-
lent, meaningless death” (see fig. 3).

In his introduction, Hoyt Fuller, a Black Arts Movement writer and 
current editor of Black World, attempted to claim Passing as a “Black” 
text and connect the novel with recent developments. Black America, 
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Fuller began, was in the midst of “the New Black Renaissance,” and 
young Black writers, intellectuals, and teachers were “rediscover[ing]” 
the Harlem Renaissance, whose writers they “avidly read, quoted, and 
even personally revered” (13). For too long, literary historians, observ-

Fig. 3

Collier, 1971
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ing “from without, rather than within the Black community,” had re-
duced Passing’s “peccadilloes of mulattoes” (11) as throwing back to 
an earlier era. Rather, Nella Larsen was a Black novelist—who like her 
characters had “gone off to Europe for a try at rejecting her Blackness, 
only to return in the end to wrap it closely around her again” (12)—
and Passing “held relevance for all Black people” (15) by foregrounding 
the accomplishments of the upper-class and giving “inspiration and a 
sense of pride to the masses” (16).

However, as Fuller’s introduction proceeded, he seemed less and less 
convinced of Passing’s Blackness. Larsen’s novel, he wrote, was actually 
an “aggressively bourgeois” (18) narrative about “society Negroes” (16). 
Her fictive world was “unreal,” as “artificial and ultimately lifeless as a 
glamorous stage set,” and none of her characters were “admirable.” In 
fact, Larsen was guilty of dwelling on “white” traits—skin color, names, 
demeanors, interests—of her upper-class characters while skipping 
over descriptions of her “darker,” “ordinary” (19) participants. Her most 
prominent African American character, Irene Redfield, was in fact “a 
casual passer” (20) and refused to really relate to her race. Fuller even 
coded Larsen’s writing as “white,” falling “somewhere between the easy 
worldliness of a Katherine Mansfield and the deliberate scene-setting 
of a mediocre home magazine storyteller . . . rather banal, though . 
. . always competent” (18). Ultimately, the value of Passing was how 
it portrayed the “illuminating side-drama” of “near-white” African 
Americans who “sought their own peculiar accommodation to the laws 
which regulated their lives, and in doing so could only cast their lot in 
ultimate psychological terms with all the other millions who also suf-
fered under the imposed restrictions” (23-24).

The 1970s brought about major critical assessments of the Harlem 
Renaissance, and while Larsen received more recognition than during 
the previous decades, Passing was met with a reluctance to see the 
novel’s complexity. In his seminal Harlem Renaissance (1971), a mono-
graph that popularized the period and was a finalist for the National 
Book Award, Nathan Huggins praised Larsen yet found her fiction to 
be flawed. Initiating a trend among scholars that would endure for two 
decades, Huggins deemed Passing to be Larsen’s “lesser novel.” Huggins 
continually pathologized Larsen’s depiction of race—e.g., Passing 
“treats the schizophrenia which results from racial dualism”—and ul-
timately found the novel’s conclusion to be “perfunctory and entirely 
unsatisfactory” (159). Hiroko Sato, writing in Arna Bontemps’s The 
Harlem Renaissance Remembered (1972), echoed Huggins. “Compared 
to [her] first novel, the second one, Passing, is a slight book. Though 
cleverly written, she failed to keep the thematic unity” (88). In From 
the Dark Tower (1974), Arthur Davis again noted that Passing was “not 
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as good a novel as Quicksand,” and argued that its subject matter would 
not be “understood at all by young blacks, particularly those who be-
lieve in black nationalism” (97). Margaret Perry was even less gener-
ous. In Silence to the Drums (1976), she lamented: “Even though the 
narrative moves smoothly . . . the story itself is inconsequential . . . and 
again (surely a Larsen weakness), unconvincing” (77). Amritjit Singh, 
in Novels of the Harlem Renaissance (1976), was frustrated by the nov-
el’s ambiguities and second-guessed Larsen’s narrative approach. “It is 
unfortunate,” he wrote, “that Larsen—who exhibits the sensitivity and 
literary skill to match the challenge of her theme—does not choose to 
deal with passing from Clare’s point of view, exposing the many subtle 
shades of feeling in the life of a woman who chooses to cross the color 
line”  (100). And in his tour-de-force When Harlem Was in Vogue (1981), 
David Levering Lewis hailed Quicksand (“one of the three best novels 
of the Renaissance” [231]) but completely skipped over Passing.

For an up-and-coming generation of Black feminists, this dismis-
siveness did not sit well. Passing, for these scholars, was an intricate, 
deeply meaningful work that had been marginalized by a mostly male 
critical establishment in favor of a mostly male Harlem Renaissance. 
Claudia Tate, in one of the first significant challenges to this orthodoxy, 
demanded a reassessment:

Critics, of course, hastily comment on Larsen’s skill as they 
either celebrate other Harlem Renaissance writers or look 
ahead to the socially conscious writers of the 30s. Few address 
the psychological dimension of Larsen’s work. They see in-
stead a writer who chose to escape the American racial climate 
in order to depict trite melodramas about egocentric black 
women passing for white. This critical viewpoint has obscured 
Larsen’s talent and relegated Passing to the status of a minor 
novel of the Harlem Renaissance. But Larsen’s craft deserves 
more attention than this position attracts. Passing demands 
that we recognize its rightful place among important works of 
literary subtlety and psychological ambiguity. (146)

For Tate, Passing’s perceived “social pretentiousness” (142) was an “in-
tentional stylistic device” (146) rather than a defect, and the novel’s 
ambiguity—and its potential for multiple interpretations, especially at 
the end—attested to the author’s “consummate skill” rather than her 
deficiency as a writer. The recovery of Passing was under way. Mary 
Helen Washington and Cheryl Wall made major contributions to this 
effort, and Larsen’s work figured prominently in Gloria T. Hull, Patricia 
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Bell-Scott, and Barbara Smith’s signal Black Women’s Studies reader 
But Some of Us Are Brave (1982).10

Passing, Canonical Ascendance, and the Era of Iden-
tity Politics: 1986-2019
From this Black feminist recovery came the most widely read and in-
fluential reissue of Passing to date. In 1986, Rutgers University Press 
brought out a tandem edition of Quicksand and Passing, edited by 
Deborah McDowell. This volume, with its iconic James Van Der Zee 
image of three African American flappers on the cover, was part of 
Rutgers’s “American Women Writers” series, and was designed, as the 
first Larsen reissue to include scholarly notes, to be taught. In her in-
troduction, McDowell situated Larsen’s fiction among the complex 
field of African American women’s writing, underscoring the pressures 
that a novelist like Larsen, writing in the liberating 1920s but with the 
legacy of Slavery not far in the past, faced in representing black female 
sexuality. Yet, in her analysis, McDowell pushed beyond heteronorma-
tive readings that located Irene’s frustration as emanating from Clare’s 
perceived pursuit of Brian. In fact, the “sexless” marriages of Passing—
and the racial framework of the novel altogether—were actually 
covers for the “idea of a lesbian relationship” (xxiii) between Irene and 
Clare. “Though, superficially, Irene’s is an account of Clare’s passing 
for white and related issues of racial identity and loyalty,” McDowell 
wrote, “underneath the safety of that surface is the more dangerous 
story—though not named explicitly—of Irene’s awakening sexual 
desire for Clare” (xxvi). Offering copious evidence to support this argu-
ment, McDowell concluded that Larsen was a trailblazer for later writ-
ers like Ann Allen Shockley, Gayl Jones, Toni Morrison, Alice Walker, 
Ntozake Shange, and Gloria Naylor, who could “name” the eroticism 
that Larsen’s era prevented (xxxi). Rutgers’s reissue of Quicksand and 
Passing was met with immense interest. By 1997, the tandem edition 
had sold 70,000 copies and was the press’s top-seller (Schwabsky NJ1). 
McDowell’s volume would be reprinted almost every year for two de-
cades, with the nineteenth printing arriving in 2009. 

In short order, scholars from a range of disciplines and theoretical 
perspectives began to engage Passing and produce innovative criticism 
that opened Larsen’s novel up beyond its traditional spheres. One such 
landscape-changing example was Judith Butler’s “Passing, Queering: 
Nella Larsen’s Psychoanalytic Challenge” (1993), an essay that would 
become foundational to queer and performance studies and introduce 
Larsen’s novel to a range of new readers. Butler argued that Passing 
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demanded its audience to understand racial, gender, and sexual identi-
ties as intersectional and mutually constitutive, thereby undermining 
essentialized and privileged identities. With the advent of “identity 
politics,” Larsen amassed new popularity, and her works became cen-
tral to a range of fields. 

After decades of denial, Larsen finally and indisputably joined the 
Harlem Renaissance canon as one of its “classic” writers (Andrews). In 
1994, Passing appeared in The Portable Harlem Renaissance Reader, 
one of the first anthologies solely dedicated to the period. Within 
African American literature, Larsen’s fiction was featured in the first 
Norton Anthology of African American Literature (1997), and her writ-
ing was situated prominently in Cheryl Wall’s Women of the Harlem 
Renaissance (1995). For the first time, Larsen also began to be widely 
recognized as an American writer. In 1990, Passing was anthologized 
in The Heath Anthology of American Literature, and in The Oxford 
Book of Women’s Writing in the United States (1995) and other such 
volumes, Larsen was now acknowledged as one of America’s most 
important woman writers—something that was not always a given, 
even recently among feminists. Passing was foregrounded in Henry 
Abelove, Michele Aina Barale, and David M. Halperin’s The Lesbian 
and Gay Studies Reader (1993), and scholars of American modernism 
also began to reconsider Larsen as a major writer.11 Just a decade earlier, 
all of this would have been inconceivable.

Such newfound attention also generated interest in Larsen’s own 
story. For decades, Larsen had been labeled a “mystery woman”—a 
characterization that Larsen never disabused—even though many of 
her major details were never difficult to learn. Headnotes, forewords, 
and even journal articles frequently got her facts wrong, and Larsen’s 
“unknown-ness” became a standard and even seductive part of her 
literary persona. However, in Larsen’s case, these gaps and errors 
particularly mattered, as scholars turned to her origins—especially 
her parentage and racial background—to make larger claims about 
Passing. Beginning in the 1990s, biographers began to seriously con-
sider Larsen’s life, and this research had a significant impact on the 
reception of Larsen’s novel. In 1993, Charles Larson published Invisible 
Darkness: Jean Toomer & Nella Larsen, and one year later, Thadious 
Davis brought out Nella Larsen: Novelist of the Harlem Renaissance. 
These two works, along with George Hutchinson’s definitive In Search 
of Nella Larsen (2006), revealed the complexity of Larsen’s life and pro-
vided proper context for reassessing her fiction. Noticeably, Larsen’s 
image—usually one of the few extant photos of her shot by Carl Van 
Vechten in 1932—became more prominent. (The cover of Charles 
Larson’s An Intimation of Things Distant: The Collected Fiction of Nella 
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Larsen was an early example of this.) Although for years critics had 
conflated Larsen’s story with Irene and Clare’s, this invitation was now 
clearer than ever.

In addition to these biographies, one of the greatest signs of Larsen’s 
growing significance—and her transcendence from “African American” 
or even “American” author—was her inclusion in the Penguin Classics 
and the Modern Library “Classics” series. When Penguin published 
Passing in 1997, Larsen’s name now appeared alongside the most re-
vered writers in the history of the English language—Dickens, James, 
the Brontës—and she became the first African American woman fea-
tured in the series. Notably, the Penguin edition was the first standalone 
edition of Passing to appear in almost three decades, signaling a shift 
in how Larsen’s novel was regarded as its own significant work that no 
longer needed to be paired with the more “accomplished” Quicksand. 
The reissue was designed to feel like a sophisticated Penguin Classic—
Archibald Motley’s graceful oil-on-canvas portrait “The Octoroon 
Girl” (1925) appeared on its cover, framed by the familiar Penguin 
blue-green spine and back cover. In her introduction, Thadious Davis 
declared Larsen the “premiere novelist of the New Negro movement” 
(xxxii) and situated Passing as emerging from “the golden days of black 
cultural consciousness” (ix). Larsen’s novel, Davis wrote, “seiz[ed] con-
trol of racial representation and countering racial stereotypes,” thereby 
redefining “the black urban novel as equally a woman’s textual space, 
as a woman’s genre reclaimed from the night life and set loose in all 
its possibilities” (xxx). Met with strong sales, Penguin soon published 
its second edition of Passing in 2003, again with Davis’s introduction 
but now with Palmer Hayden’s provocative “The Subway” (1930) on its 
cover. In this new image, a light-skinned flapper stands in a subway car 
amidst diverse company and peers with one eye over the shoulder of 
white businessman who is reading a newspaper.

The Modern Library edition, published in 2002, also hailed Passing 
as one of the “World’s Best Books.” Yet, this version was distinct from 
Penguin’s reissues in several important ways. The front cover was a 
modern photograph—a striking blue-scale image of a woman (Clare?) 
looking seductively into the camera—and this edition included a 
“Reading Group Guide,” demonstrating the publisher’s desire to reach 
an even more popular audience. However, in her introduction, ac-
claimed playwright Ntozake Shange also emphasized Passing’s impor-
tant place in “an America whose biracial population is growing” (xv-
xvi). Larsen’s novel, as Mae Henderson elaborated in her critical intro-
duction, was now appreciated as a major text within the field of inter-
racial literature, rather than only (or primarily) as an African American 
novel uniquely focused on a specific concept and social strata. In 
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Neither Black nor White Yet Both: Thematic Explorations of Interracial 
Literature (1997), Werner Sollors asserted that Passing was a “virtual 
encyclopedia” (276) enumerating “a whole repertoire of recurrent the-
matic aspects in interracial literature” (24). And Passing’s role within 
this increasingly important field wasn’t purely an academic matter. In 
just a decade, Barack Obama, whose background closely resembled 
Larsen’s, would become President of the United States. Like Larsen, 
Obama had connections to Chicago, was the child of a white mother 
and a black immigrant father, had lived around the world, and was a 
gifted author whose writing interrogated the experiences of being bi-
racial in America. During Obama’s campaign and presidency, many of 
the very issues that Larsen dealt with—namely, racial authenticity and 
race loyalty—became front-and-center in American culture. Passing, 
once again, took on a new resonance.

In 1997, amidst this rapid rise to canonical status, Larsen was once 
again embroiled in a bizarre plagiarism scandal. On this occasion, 
however, Larsen was not the accused. During the writing of Steven 
Spielberg’s Amistad, a film that was itself a controversial representa-
tion of African American history, screenwriter David Franzoni alleg-
edly lifted content from African American novelist Barbara Chase-
Riboud’s bestselling fiction (Weinraub “Filmmakers” E1). Chase-
Riboud sued, and during the countersuit, Chase-Riboud was herself 
accused of plagiarizing. Erika Page, an African Studies major at New 
York University, had identified lines from Passing in Chase-Riboud’s 
novel The President’s Daughter (1994) while writing an undergradu-
ate paper.12 Aware of the Amistad case, Page contacted DreamWorks, 
Spielberg’s production company, which then used this revelation 
as a basis for its lawsuit (Waxman F2). The controversy made the 
front page of the New York Times (under the headline “Writer Who 
Cried Plagiarism Used Passages She Didn’t Write” [Loke A1]), and in 
a Washington Post follow-up, Chase-Riboud denied any plagiarism. 
Rather, she insisted that her narrative technique, participating in the 
African American literary tradition, involved “weav[ing] documents 
and documentary material into the narrative of the novel, into the fic-
tion” (Waxman F2). This entire episode echoed Larsen’s own plagia-
rism scandal from the 1930s, and again raised questions about literary 
ownership and “racialized” storytelling, especially when it involved the 
craft of an African American woman writer. Though Chase-Riboud 
successfully settled her suit against DreamWorks, future editions of 
The President’s Daughter included a reader’s guide that acknowledged 
that the novel was “in rich dialogue” (471) with Passing.13

During the 2000s, scholars continued to uncover new details about 
Larsen—George Hutchinson’s In Search of Nella Larsen (2006) was 
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nominated for a Pulitzer Prize—and by this point, hundreds of books, 
journal articles, and dissertations had taken Passing as their sub-
ject. Out of this moment came the Norton Critical Edition of Passing 
(2007), edited by Carla Kaplan and by far the most comprehensive to 
date. Whereas earlier editions, either explicitly or implicitly, endorsed 
a particular ideological approach or reading of Larsen’s novel, Kaplan’s 
edition was inclusive, providing not only an archive of supplemental 
documents but also full-text criticism from a range of scholarly perspec-
tives. Among its 546 pages—of which Larsen’s actual novel represented 
only a slim portion—the volume included reviews of Passing, contem-
porary newspaper accounts, Larsen’s letters, personal documents (e.g. 
her 1929 Guggenheim application), and writings, as well as “passing” 
fiction from before and during the Harlem Renaissance. While read-
ers could now locate much of the primary-source history of Passing 
between these two covers, Passing itself was becoming “evidence” in 
histories on American race. One such example, Allyson Hobbs’s excel-
lent A Chosen Exile: A History of Racial Passing in American Life (2014), 
turned extensively to Larsen’s novel to investigate the often invisible 
history of passing.

If Larsen’s popularity had exploded in the United States over the 
past two decades, another noteworthy Passing trend was on the rise: 
her novel began to appear in translation all over the world beginning in 
2010. Swiss publisher Dörlemann brought out Seitenwechsel (“Switching 
Sides”), the first German language edition. Two French editions, Clair-
obscur (“Chiaroscuro”) and Passer la ligne (“Crossing the Line”), were 
published. The Spanish imprint Editorial Contraseña introduced 
Claroscuro (“Chiaroscuro”), and Pasar would soon follow. In no time, 
Arabic and Hebrew editions joined previously translated Danish, 
Italian, and Japanese versions.14 No longer was English a prerequisite 
for reading Passing.

Yet, the covers and packaging of these new editions, just as with the 
English editions of the previous twenty years, varied widely and target-
ed very different audiences. The German edition, for instance, featured 
a striking black-and-white photograph of a young black girl, with her 
back to the camera, lugging (strangling?) a white female doll nearly 
her own size. The image was actually affixed to the hardback and set 
against a beautiful lavender background (see fig. 4). The Spanish edi-
tion, far more inviting, presented cartoon-like renderings of Irene and 
Clare, posed side-by-side in colorful print dresses, beaded necklaces, 
and heels (see fig. 5). The most arresting cover appeared on the Arabic 
edition of Passing. Here, a single oversized face, with large eyes, chalk-
white skin, red eyelids and lips, and a billowing Afro, stared back at 
the potential reader. The starkness of the woman’s expression commu-
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nicated, depending on one’s interpretation, either searing contempt 
or utter sadness (see fig. 6). The Hebrew edition, in contrast, reached 
back to Archibald Motley’s oil painting “Cocktails” (1926), although 
notably cropping out the African American butler in the original (see 
fig. 7). Some editions of Passing attempted to situate the novel for local 
audiences. The front and back covers of the Spanish Claroscuro, for ex-
ample, made extensive note of Larsen as “amiga de García Lorca.” Some 
translated editions appeared with extensive introductions. Others pre-
sented Passing without context. 

So why was Passing just now being translated? As Brent Edwards 
demonstrates in The Practice of Diaspora (2003), Harlem Renaissance 
print culture was widely translated (and mis-translated) during and 
after the 1920s. In the case of Europe, Larsen certainly knew the conti-

Fig. 4

German edition, Dörlemann Verlag, 2011. Courtesy of  
Dörlemann Verlag.
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nent and the continent knew her, as she had spent formative years in 
Denmark and then returned for two years as a Guggenheim fellow in 
the 1930s. Both of her novels, in their plots but also in their very lan-
guage, engage with cultures beyond the United States. One possibil-
ity is that Larsen’s international readership simply came to her novel 
through English editions. In 1989, British publisher Serpent’s Tail 
issued a tandem edition of Quicksand and Passing, and prior to this, 
copies of the Knopf edition, as well as subsequent English-language 
editions, almost certainly made their way overseas. Yet, some publish-
ers were likely deterred from translating Larsen’s novel because the 
concept of passing, as presented in the novel, is so specifically American 

Fig. 5

Spanish edition, Editorial Contraseña, 2011. Cover design by 
Sara Morante. Courtesy of Editorial Contraseña.
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that it would not translate easily to foreign audiences. There are other 
possibilities, too. Historically, as Passing destabilizes race and under-
mines essentialized concepts of blackness, Larsen’s novel would have 
been less useful to pan-African activists seeking diasporic continuity. 
Nevertheless, Passing now seems ready for translation anywhere. In 
fact, Larsen is now even claimed by Danish literary scholars as a “dan-
sk-amerikansk forfatter” (“Danish-American author”) (Dobbeltliv 199).

In 2018, Penguin Classics published its third and latest installment 
of Passing, with packaging that resonated with the current moment. 
Its cover, an update of the 1997 edition, featured a close-up re-render-
ing of Motley’s “The Octoroon Girl,” except this time with the wom-
an’s eyes downcast. This more somber interpretation met the mood 
of many Americans, one year after the inauguration of Donald Trump 
and following a year of his attacks on people of color, women, im-

Fig. 6

Arabic edition, Dar Athar, 2016. Courtesy of Dar Athar.
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migrants, queer and 
transgendered people 
(see figs. 8-9). While 
the back cover’s lan-
guage reflected spe-
cific cultural change—
Clare and Irene were 
now “light-skinned,” 
their gatherings were 
“African American,” 
and their relationship 
was explicitly “ho-
moerotic”—the book 
itself was situated in 
the present, as a “pow-
erful, thrilling, and 
tragic tale about the 
fluidity of racial iden-
tity that continues to 
resonate today.” In her 
introduction, Emily 
Bernard again con-
nected the past with 
the present, arguing 
that both Larsen and 
Clare Kendry “would 
have had easier lives 
as mixed-race women 
in the twenty-first cen-
tury.” Bernard pointed 
to the inclusion of new categories on the 2000 U.S. Census that al-
lowed individuals, for the first time in history, to identify with more 
than one race. “Already, the structure of the new census has enabled 
people with complex racial backgrounds to more aptly define them-
selves. Unfortunately, the script had already been written for Clare . . . 
[who] paid for the crime of her hunger not only to defy racial conven-
tion but also the customs of gender, as well” (xxii). Bernard’s edition of 
Passing garnered wide publicity, and its cover was chosen for the front 
of Penguin’s Spring 2018 catalogue, which introduced more than 400 
new titles.15

Fig. 7

Hebrew edition, Am Oved 2017. Cover design by Doreet 
Scharfstein. Courtesy of Am Oved.
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Passing at 90: What’s Next?
Ninety years later, the story of Passing continues. In March 2018, the 
New York Times righted a longstanding wrong. Almost fifty-four years 
after Larsen’s death, the newspaper finally corrected its 1964 over-
sight and published a much deserved, extended obituary for Larsen 
(Wertheim F5). The obit, which was part of the “Overlooked” series 
honoring scores of “remarkable women” whose deaths the paper had 

Fig. 8

Penguin, 1997. Courtesy of Random House.
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originally ignored, did more than just rectify an initial slight. The 
Times’s eulogy, appearing in both print and prominently on its web-
site, called wide attention to Larsen and introduced (or re-introduced) 
her work to a mass audience. This spotlight, coupled with the press for 
Bernard’s edition of Passing, once again placed Larsen’s career and her 
novel in the popular consciousness.16

With all of this renewed interest, what will Passing’s next chapter 
hold? If the past is any predictor of the future—and if we take Alice 

Fig. 9

Penguin, 2018. Courtesy of Random House. 
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Dunbar-Nelson’s “ten different versions” from “ten of your friends” 
(139) comment seriously—Passing will continue to mean many things 
to many readers. For scholars, the digital age will continue to medi-
ate and transform how we understand Larsen’s novel. Passing certainly 
warrants the “Digital Thoreau” treatment, or an interactive and multi-
media experience where readers can access the text of the novel along-
side primary, archival, and contextual documents including images, 
correspondence, past editions, and commentary. While this would be 
indispensible for current and emergent Larsen scholars, such a Passing 
platform would also be invaluable as a teaching tool. There is a need 
for this, as recent scholarship has focused on the ways in which to teach 
Larsen and Passing.17

For general readers, there will continue to be more options than ever 
for encountering Passing. With the novel’s copyright now fully expired, 
anyone anywhere can produce their own edition of Passing. Hence, over 
the past fifteen years, there has been a proliferation of inexpensive pa-
perback versions flooding the market.18 These re-issues usually feature 
a vague image of a woman on their covers—one Martino Publishing 
edition foregrounds a barefoot woman holding a flag (?)— and unlike 
their scholarly counterparts, these slim trade copies frequently present 
the novel without introduction or notes. Similarly, numerous publish-
ers now offer e-text editions of Passing (sometimes for free), and there 
are at least two audiobook versions available.19 There is a cinematic 
version of Passing in the works—Rebecca Hall’s directorial debut 
was greenlit in 2018 and is scheduled to star Ruth Negga and Tessa 
Thompson (Bradbury)—and according to U.S. copyright records, four 
other scripts have been registered over the years.20 With all of these 
new points-of-contact, Larsen’s work has inspired countless websites, 
blog posts, and “fan” commentary. Only a cursory social media search 
reveals just how much Passing continues to mean to readers around 
the world. As access to Passing expands, this sort of reader engagement 
will almost certainly flourish. 

In his 1929 review of Passing, W.E.B. Du Bois asserted that in “an-
other generation” readers would have “great difficulty” comprehend-
ing such a “petty, silly matter” as passing, which he deemed “of no 
real importance” (234). On the one hand, Du Bois was correct—in the 
strictest racial sense, we encounter few stories today about African 
Americans strategically crossing the color line. (In fact, most popular 
stories of passing now seem to involve the opposite, with whites seek-
ing to become “black.”) On the other hand, the impulse to defy, avoid, 
or ignore discrimination—be it on the basis of race, gender, sexuality, 
class, religion, nationality, ability, or immigration status—is unfortu-
nately still understandable. For this reason, Passing, as it interrogates 
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what it means to belong, what it means to be artificially excluded, and 
what it means to exist in the middle-space, will likely continue to reso-
nate with new generations, even as future readers engage with Larsen’s 
masterpiece in new and unexpected ways.

Notes
1. Biographer Thadious Davis writes that “Nig” was “a clear nod” to Van 
Vechten’s novel Nigger Heaven (Nella Larsen 226).

2. See John K. Young’s Black Writers, White Publishers: Marketplace Politics in 
Twentieth-Century African American Literature, pp. 37-64. 

3. According to entries in his daybooks, Van Vechten was very involved in this 
sensationalist marketing campaign (241).

4. For specific references, see Hughes (Kaplan, ed. Passing 167), Johnson (275), 
and White (Davis 295).

5. Extended accounts of Passing’s initial publication and reception can be 
found in Davis pp. 287-330, Hutchinson, In Search pp. 294-331, and Hutchinson, 
“Representing” pp. 47-66.

6. For the disappearance narrative, see Larsen’s biographical headnote in the 
most recent Norton Anthology of African American Literature (2014).

7. There was only one public announcement of Larsen’s death. On April 7, 
1964, the New York Times published a brief listing but no detailed obituary.

8. See James Smethurst, The Black Arts Movement: Literary Nationalism in the 
1960s and 1970s (2005).

9. In 1929, Alfred A. Knopf copyrighted Passing and held the rights to the 
novel for the next twenty-eight years. To the best of my research, Knopf did 
not renew the copyright in 1957, when it could have been extended for another 
28 years. When writing her Larsen biography in the 1990s, Davis was told by 
Knopf that no copyright records had been kept (xvii).

10. See Mary Helen Washington, “Nella Larsen: Mystery Woman of the Harlem 
Renaissance.” Ms., December 1980, pp. 44-50, and Cheryl Wall, “Passing for 
What? Aspects of Identity in Nella Larsen’s Novels.” Black American Literature 
Forum, Spring-Summer 1986, pp. 97-111.

11. Concerning American modernism, see Ann Douglas’s Terrible Honesty: 
Mongrel Manhattan in the 1920s (1995) and Walter Benn Michaels’s Our 
America: Nativism, Modernism, and Pluralism (1995).

12. Page recognized the lines: “It’s funny about passing. We disapprove of it, 
yet condone it. It excites our contempt, and yet some admire it. We shy away 
from it with an odd kind of revulsion, but protect it” (The President’s Daughter 
[2009] 195). In Passing, the similar lines read: “It’s funny about ‘passing.’ We 
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disapprove of it and at the same time condone it. It excites our contempt and 
yet we rather admire it. We shy away from it with an odd kind of revulsion, but 
we protect it” (Knopf [1929] 97-98).

13. Chase-Riboud’s case ended up better than Larsen’s, as she settled her origi-
nal ten million dollar copyright infringement suit against DreamWorks for an 
undisclosed amount (Weinraub “Plagiarism” A10).

14. See (2017) וקה תא הצוח ;(2016) جنز; Dobbeltliv (2015); Passing (1995); 白い黒人 
= Passing (2006).

15. Around this same time, Passing replaced Quicksand in the latest Norton 
Anthology of African American Literature (2014), again signaling the shifting 
importance of Larsen’s second novel, both within her catalogue and within the 
African American canon.

16. Maureen Corrigan’s review of Passing appeared on NPR’s “Fresh Air” and was 
later published online. See “3 Harlem Renaissance Novels Deliver an Ingenious 
Take on Race.” NPR, 30 January 2018. www.npr.org/2018/01/30/581795960/3-
harlem-renaissance-novels-deliver-an-ingenious-take-on-race. Accessed 28 
March 2019.

17. See Jacquelyn McLendon, ed. Approaches to Teaching the Novels of Nella 
Larsen (2016).

18. Trade editions include Dover (2004), Martino (2011), and Oshun (2013).

19. Audiobook editions include Recorded Books (2011) and Audioliterature 
(2017).

20. In Philip Linder’s screenplay Passing (2015), Irene Redfield lives in 1980s 
Chicago and tells her story to her granddaughter Zora. Other copyrighted 
scripts include Durrow and Cox (screenplay, 2003), Dickey (screenplay, 1989), 
and Short (play, 1995).
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The Secret Life Within: Race, 
Imagination, and America in 

Nella Larsen’s Passing

Sterling Lecater Bland, Jr.

So detached and cool she is 
No motion e’er betrays 

The secret life within her soul, 
The anguish of her days. 

— Clarissa Scott Delaney, “The Mask”

It’s funny about “passing.” We disapprove of it and at the same time condone it. It ex-
cites our contempt and yet we rather admire it. We shy away from it with an odd kind of 

revulsion, but we protect it.

— Nella Larsen, Passing (185-86)

Various kinds of passing have always been associated with the dis-
tinctly American process of individualism and self-creation. As 

Ralph Ellison noted in his essay “Change the Joke and Slip the Yoke,” 
“[I]t is in the American grain. Benjamin Franklin, the practical scien-
tist, skilled statesman and sophisticated lover, allowed the French to 
mistake him for Rousseau’s Natural Man. Hemingway poses as a non-
literary sportsman, Faulkner as a farmer; Abe Lincoln allowed himself 
to be taken for a simple country lawyer—until the chips were down.        
. . . In short, the motives hidden behind the mask are as numerous 
as the ambiguities the mask conceals” (109).1 Racial boundaries in 
the United States have always been notoriously difficult to define and 
police. In contemporary American culture, there are, and always have 
been, tangible consequences for the decision to pass. Passing may now 
be seen as an unnecessary, outdated strategy. But in a broader histori-
cal context, it has been seen as an act of survival, necessity, and even 
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rebellion. Nevertheless, the decision of racially ambiguous men and 
women to pass—and particularly to pass as white—exposes the para-
dox and contradiction of race in America and the ways it has changed 
over time. 

Racial passing is as much a political act as it is a personal act. 
Narratives about racial passing reflect cultural attitudes about the 
power of race as a social construction. One of the achievements of Nella 
Larsen’s novel Passing (1929) is that, while it specifically addresses 
these issues in the context of the era of the New Negro, it more broadly 
asks contemporary readers to consider the ways we think of African 
American identities. Contemporary readers examine the implications 
of race at a time when the cultural significance of race is often called 
into question. The main characters in the novel are engaged in numer-
ous kinds of passing that are not entirely confined by the black-and-
white lens of racial passing through which the novel is so often read. 
The novel suggests that the range of ways identity is performed can 
only be fully understood in socially situated contexts.

This essay employs a more expansive reading of the idea of the pass-
ing represented in the novel and its contemporary implications by 
moving beyond the observable, optical qualities traditionally associ-
ated with the ways we often think about passing. It examines the ways 
passing (in its various forms) itself constitutes identity, particularly as 
that identity is complicit with the institutions and cultural assump-
tions that we daily negotiate. The novel continues to provide fresh out-
looks on the ways we think of African American identities, particularly 
in an environment that has tried, in various ways, to argue for a nation 
that is post-race and post-identity.

Part of the difficulty readers have experienced in addressing the 
novel has had as much to do with understanding Nella Larsen’s liter-
ary and personal identity as it has had to do with her fiction. During 
the period when she first became a public figure in the 1920s, she was 
widely recognized as an exemplar of New Negro cultural aspiration. An 
article in The New York Telegram from 1929 notes that “Nella Larsen 
has the uplift of the negro buried near her roots. ‘Propaganda isn’t the 
way to accomplish it,’ she says” (qtd. in Kaplan, Passing 150). By the 
time Nella Larsen began publishing, the cultural energy generated by 
the Harlem Renaissance may have already peaked and begun to dis-
sipate, but Harlem and all things related to Harlem were still in vogue. 
As David Levering Lewis notes in When Harlem Was in Vogue, cultural 
development, rather than political militancy, was the movement’s pri-
mary strategy. Cultural development was “the sole battle plan affording 
both high visibility and low vulnerability. The road to the ballot box 
and jobs was blocked, but [James Weldon] Johnson saw that the door 
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to Carnegie Hall and New York publishers was ajar. Each book, play, 
poem, or canvas by an Afro-American would become a weapon against 
the old racial stereotypes” (48-49). The New Negroes recognized that 
theirs was a strategy that attempted to change the way society regarded 
its racial attitudes and conceptions about race. These ideas of uplift and 
cultural progress, particularly as they are deployed in Nella Larsen’s fic-
tion, often focus on the contradictions of race and the personal and 
social implications of those contradictions. Larsen is often regarded as 
an epitome of the black bourgeois. But the ideas her writing puts forth, 
particularly in Passing, are profoundly critical of the black bourgeois to 
which her characters often aspire and occupy. 

Though lost to obscurity in the decades following the Harlem 
Renaissance, Larsen’s work was recovered and recognized by critics as 
being an important contribution to the ways scholars understood the 
experiences of black women in the Harlem Renaissance. Larsen had, 
after all, received in 1928 the second award and bronze medal Harmon 
Award, which was a cultural award created in 1926 by the philanthro-
pist William E. Harmon and bestowed by the Harmon Foundation. 
Other recipients of the award included Countee Cullen, James Weldon 
Johnson, and Arthur Schomburg in 1926, Claude McKay in 1928, 
Walter White in 1929, and Langston Hughes in 1930. But the act of 
recovery largely obscured Larsen’s own racial and cultural ambigu-
ity. Larsen dedicated Passing to Carl Van Vechten and his wife Fania. 
Carl Van Vechten’s novel Nigger Heaven (1926) had become a cultural 
flashpoint in its melodramatic depiction of black life in Harlem. While 
people like Langston Hughes, Zora Neale Hurston, and James Weldon 
Johnson saw Van Vechten’s work as an important addition to the ways 
the New Negroes discussed race, many, like W.E.B. Du Bois, saw it as 
little more than an offense.2 But Larsen herself saw Van Vechten’s novel 
as even more credible and authoritative in its depiction of black experi-
ence than much of what was being produced by black writers.

Critical focus on recovering the voice of a black woman who had 
contributed so much to the Harlem Renaissance yet had been si-
lenced largely ignored Larsen’s complicated intention to destabilize 
the conventions of the traditional passing novel. Larsen is a Harlem 
Renaissance writer who is out-of-step with some of the fundamental 
aspirations of the movement. She is a black woman whose work stead-
fastly refers to racially hybrid characters who live in a world that cannot 
understand racial hybridity. She is a writer who chronicled the expe-
riences of African Americans by focusing on individuals who occupy 
multiple cultural and literary subject categories. 

In an article entitled “Enter the New Negro” that appeared in the 
magazine Survey Graphic in March of 1925, Alain Locke noted:
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Up to the present one may adequately describe the Negro’s 
“inner objectives” as an attempt to repair a damaged group 
psychology and reshape a warped social perspective. Their 
realization has required a new mentality for the American 
Negro. And as it matures we begin to see its effects; at first, 
negative, iconoclastic, and then positive and constructive. . . 
. Therefore, the Negro today wishes to be known for what he 
is, even in his faults and shortcomings, and scorns a craven 
and precarious survival at the price of seeming to be what he 
is not. (3-4)

While Nella Larsen clearly displayed a literary responsibility to “re-
shape a warped social perspective,” her attempts to reshape those per-
spectives actually show a world that cannot rise above essentialized 
views of race and identity. Clare, for example, is a woman with a Danish 
mother and a West Indian father who chose to exit the race to live the 
life that her black heritage would not allow. But since she is also phe-
notypically white, and carries the deep, repressed secret of her black-
ness, she cannot ever fully live as a white woman. The issue of colorism 
that Nella Larsen depicts should not be ignored at the expense of her 
novelistic analysis of race, privilege, and identity. After all, informal 
determinations of membership in the black elite has included long-ac-
knowledged instances of brown bag tests, blue vein tests, and opinions 
about hair texture intended to limit the access of African Americans 
with African American features to the black upper class. The distinc-
tion here is that light skin and “white” features have historically been 
valued while people who are multi-raced have often pejoratively been 
seen as culturally illegitimate and unauthentically black.3

Clearly, the desire to pass cannot be isolated from the conditions pro-
ducing that desire. The Jim Crow environment in which the novel was 
produced creates the historical lens of black/white polarity through 
which passing has so often been conceptualized and understood, par-
ticularly as the act of passing was understood for so much of the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries. As Larsen’s racially defined subjects 
suggest, particularly since those subjects are conceptualized as gen-
dered participants in a conspicuously middle-class environment, pass-
ing is an act of disguise, suppression, and compromised identity that 
does nothing to eliminate racial bias. Although it promises otherwise, 
passing is not an act of freedom and social enfranchisement. 

The passing-for-white plot that Larsen employed in the novel was 
certainly not new. There is a tragic version of the passing-for-white 
novel in which the passing character is overwhelmed and ultimately de-
stroyed by passing from blackness into whiteness. There is also a strand 
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of the passing-for-white novel like Frances E. W. Harper’s Iola Leroy; 
or, Shadows Uplifted (1892), Charles Chesnutt’s The House Behind the 
Cedars (1900), and Walter White’s Flight (1926), in which the passing 
character passes into whiteness only to return to the safe embrace of a 
black community that is unfailingly accepting. But Larsen rejects the 
possibility of an uncomplicated return to blackness. Her novel ends in 
tragedy. But the true tragedy is the non-existence of a cohesive black 
community to which to return. One way of considering the passing 
plot described in the novel requires that readers distinguish between 
the acts of passing contained in the novel and the reflections on race, 
gender, class, and sexuality described in a novel written by a biracial 
woman in the early portion of twentieth-century America. The novel 
suggests that there are no stable, unwavering, uncontested categories 
of existence. The ambiguity of race that hangs over the novel is a proxy 
for all the other kinds of performative identity categories contained in 
the novel with class, sexuality, motherhood, communal identity, and 
national identity among them. 

As readers, we read the “symptoms” of the text in Clare’s effortless 
ability to inhabit many subject positions. She is married to a white man 
but has what seems to be a sexually loaded relationship with her friend 
Irene and an attraction, in Irene’s opinion, at least, to Irene’s husband 
Brian. Although Clare grew up in poverty, she has passed into a com-
fortable middle-class life with her husband Jack. Clare passes as a white 
woman to her husband but passes back into blackness to the friends 
of Irene that she meets in Harlem. Though Irene passes when she is 
reunited with Clare at the Drayton Hotel and during a subsequent visit 
to Clare’s house for tea when Irene meets Clare’s overtly racist hus-
band Jack Bellew, Irene remains resolutely ambivalent to Clare’s vari-
ous passings. At the Drayton Hotel, Irene thinks to herself that “It was 
as if the woman sitting on the other side of the table, a girl she had 
known, who had done this rather dangerous and, to Irene Redfield, ab-
horrent thing successfully and had announced herself satisfied, had for 
her a fascination, strange and compelling” (190). Clare’s relative ease at 
moving through such a wide variety of subject positions is opposed to 
Irene’s relative unwillingness to betray the black community in Harlem 
that has, prior to Clare’s reappearance in her life, provided her with a 
sense of meaning and identity. 

While Clare is completely comfortable inhabiting all the subject cat-
egories available to her, Irene has established a sense of herself that 
requires her to inhabit the idealized, stable, invariable categories that 
define her life as the wife of a Harlem doctor. Passing suggests that, in 
their disparity of outlook and social strategy, neither of the women at 
the heart of the novel have any real ways, beyond their performances, 
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to define their realities. Their reality exists at the intersection of race 
and gender, but that place of inflection is a place of repression and 
immobility. For both Clare and Irene, their experiences reveal the com-
plexities of navigating a world in which racial identity is so precari-
ously defined.

In the years since the novel was first published, Passing has been 
read and understood through numerous interpretive lenses. The novel 
obviously draws on the form and concerns—complete with the tragic 
demise of one of its protagonists—of the tragic mulatto literary genre, 
with its emphasis on pathologizing the cultural experiences of racially 
ambiguous people by suggesting psychic confusion caused by alien-
ation and self-hatred. But it is ultimately counterproductive to rely 
solely on that interpretive perspective. The novel’s relationship to the 
genre with which it is so frequently associated is undoubtedly compli-
cated by the ways Irene Redfield and Clare Kendry are presented as dif-
ferent halves of the same character. Both are insecure and self-centered.

But for Irene, Clare is fairly inscrutable. When they meet at the 
opening of the novel at the all-white Drayton Hotel, Irene is unable to 
ignore Clare and unable to discern Clare’s intentions: “Again she looked 
up, and for a moment her brown eyes politely returned the stare of the 
other’s black one’s, which never for an instant fell or wavered. Irene 
made a little mental shrug. Oh well, let her look! She tried to treat the 
woman and her watching with indifference, but she couldn’t. All her ef-
forts to ignore her, it, were futile. She stole another glance. Still looking. 
What strange languorous eyes she had!” (149-50). Irene cannot unlock 
Clare’s secrets but she also cannot free herself from an obvious attrac-
tion to Clare. They are two racially ambiguous women passing for white 
in the restaurant of a hotel that excludes African Americans. Irene does 
not yet recognize her childhood friend. Irene also neither recognizes 
why she is captivated by this woman’s gaze nor why the woman seems 
so fascinated by her. Irene considers several superficial possibilities—
her make-up? her dress? her hat?—before she briefly considers and 
quickly dismisses the possibility that the woman may have recognized 
her as a black woman passing as white: “Absurd! Impossible! White 
people were so stupid about such things for all that they usually as-
serted that they were able to tell; and by the most ridiculous means, 
finger-nails, palms of hands, shapes of ears, teeth, and other equally 
silly rot. Never, when she was alone, had they even remotely seemed to 
suspect that she was a Negro” (150). Irene works through a number of 
external concerns before she arrives at the possibility that race may be 
the reason for the scrutiny she receives. Though a potent concern, race 
is far from her initial concern. Her anxieties are about the stability of 
her social status, particularly as that status is reflected through the in-
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fluence of men who provide few opportunities for women to exert any 
true subjective influence. It is almost as if Clare’s very presence forces 
Irene finally to consider race as a potential point of anxiety. 

The novel seems to be Irene’s story. It is told from Irene’s perspec-
tive and the reader is given limited access to her thoughts. It becomes 
clear, however, that Clare Kendry’s question about race, identity, rep-
resentation, class, and sexuality actually defines the trajectory of the 
novel and suggests its points of significance. Part of the novel’s story is 
complicated by Irene’s increasing unreliability as a narrator. The novel 
is obviously about race. But it is also about all the other components 
that intersect with and are influenced by race, like privilege, sexuality, 
class, the limitations of gender, and race loyalty. The act of passing sug-
gests that individuals like Clare and Irene have some sense of influence 
and control over their lives. But by presenting a character who appears 
to have pushed her friend to her death out of a window at a party in 
Harlem, the novel seems to argue that there are no convincing possibil-
ities for resolution. At the conclusion of the novel, Clare is dead, appar-
ently at the hand of the childhood friend with whom she has reunited.4 
But her death does not really solve the problems of Irene’s marriage or 
the threats Irene perceives to her social standing in her community. 
In many of the “traditional” passing novels that define the genre, the 
act of passing is itself the point of conflict. In this novel, both of the 
primary characters pass. Irene passes situationally. Clare passes in an 
attempt to secure for herself the privileges of the upper class.

The question at the heart of the novel is whether or not Clare’s 
desire to return to the black community that she had left behind can 
ever truly be accomplished. Irene is something far less than a willing 
participant in Clare’s plan to rekindle her friendship with Irene and 
return to the community that she had abandoned: “Well, she needn’t 
and wouldn’t, Irene told herself, accede to that [Clare’s request to re-
unite with her]. Nor would she assist Clare to realize her foolish desire 
to return for a moment to that life which long ago, and of her own 
choice, she had left behind her” (145). The novel’s limited first-person 
consciousness is filtered through Irene, but Irene’s awareness of Clare 
that was reignited on the rooftop of the Drayton Hotel reveals far more 
about Irene’s repressed desires and anxieties than it does about Clare. 
Frankly, Clare remains a bit of an enigma to Irene.5 But Irene’s feeling 
is that Clare is somehow part of the deepest recesses of her being: “In 
the look she gave Irene, there was something groping, and hopeless, 
and yet so absolutely determined that it was like an image of her futile 
searching and the firm resolution in Irene’s own soul, and increased 
the feeling of doubt and compunction that had been growing within 
her about Clare Kendry” (200). Irene is as much attracted to Clare as 
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she is averse to Clare’s presence. Her disapproval of Clare is rivaled by 
a repressed admiration. 

If there is a racial element to Irene’s judgment of Clare, it is that 
Irene, at least to her way of thinking, has remained loyal to her race. 
Irene passes when she feels compelled to only as a way of subverting 
the limitations of legalized segregation. As Irene sees it, Clare’s pass-
ing is more pernicious because she has acquired her place in society 
by leaving her race behind and living her life—married to a racist, no 
less, who is unaware of Clare’s African American heritage—as a white 
woman. Irene sees her racial consciousness as diametrically opposed 
to that. Irene sees herself as a staunch supporter of race consciousness, 
racial aspiration, and traditional values of racial advancement. She vol-
unteers in her Harlem community for the Negro Welfare League. She 
performs the public role of a doctor’s wife, even though privately she 
and her husband Brian sleep in separate bedrooms and have a sexually 
distant relationship. Irene sees none of the same elements in Clare. 
She sees Clare as sexually attractive to the point that Irene begins to 
wonder if Clare and Brian are having an affair. She sees Clare as only 
being interested in her own acquisition with no concern for racial 
progress brought about by collective responsibilities. Clare saw pass-
ing as a viable response to the oppressive treatment she received from 
her white aunts after her father’s death. Clare relies on racial subterfuge 
to attain and sustain the position in society that she admits to having 
coveted since childhood. Irene may not fully recognize the depth of 
that class disparity that exists between them but Clare certainly does: 
“You can’t know how, when I used to go over to the south side, I used 
almost to hate all of you. You had all the things I wanted and never 
had had. It made me all the more determined to get them, and others” 
(159). For Irene, Clare is a real danger to the security of her way of life. 
Irene is unconcerned about any racialized dangers that Clare poses. 
As the scene at the Drayton Hotel suggests, race is not one of Irene’s 
primary concerns. 

In this circumstance, Irene’s consideration of race functions in the 
context of boundary. Irene can situationally obscure the limitations of 
race, as long as she is alone and without her husband and children. But 
she has chosen the racialized boundary of the Harlem community of 
which she is a part. Clare embodies Irene’s repressed dissatisfaction. 
Clare does not recognize any of the boundaries of race, privilege, class, 
motherhood, or sexuality that serve as markers for the security that 
Irene wants so desperately to maintain. Clare announces to Irene that 
the possibility of her husband finding out about her racial background 
actually frees her to leave that life behind (just as she left behind the 
oppressive life she had with her aunts), move to Harlem, and “do as 
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I please, when I please” (234). In the context of this possibility, Irene 
begins to contemplate the implications of the security that she has 
craved for so long: “Security. Was it just a word? If not, then was it only 
by the sacrifice of other things, happiness, love, or some other wild 
ecstasy that she had never known, that it could be obtained? And did 
too much striving, too much faith in safety and permanence, unfit one 
for these other things?” (235). Instability is the real danger for Irene. 
Racial instability, personified in Clare’s desire to use the fluidity of race 
to foreground her blackness and destabilize her marriage so she can 
live life on her own terms, provided for Irene the danger of undermin-
ing the foundations of the life she had created. Irene wants to separate 
herself from Clare. But her strategies for doing that emphasize the fact 
that Irene is actually confronting her deepest, most repressed anxieties.

By focusing on the act of passing, the novel reveals the ongoing rel-
evance of passing as both a literary and cultural metaphor. The novel 
functions on the articulation of boundary, the modification of those 
boundaries and, in Clare’s case, the erasure of those boundaries. Larsen 
presents a double-voiced narrative of trauma that both encompasses 
and transcends race. The novel is firmly situated in the time in which it 
was written but it conceptualizes race in ways that traditional passing 
novels—and particularly the kinds of passing novels produced during 
the Harlem Renaissance—do not attempt. Clare departs the black 
community but she does not experience the dismal consequences of 
that desertion that often accompany the passing figure. Except for the 
response of her friend Irene, Clare also does not experience any par-
ticular adverse backlash for her decision to return to the black commu-
nity. In short, the questions the novel faces have much less to do with 
the act of passing itself and far more to do with the larger cultural as-
sumptions about racial identity that Irene embodies. Passing is not the 
novel’s true problem. The racial ideologies that make passing a viable 
social option for some are the true problem. 

New Negroes and the movement they inhabited were unapologeti-
cally race conscious. Race pride was at the center of the movement. 
These New Negroes were firmly committed to racial loyalty in the 
face of racial segregation and the kind of ideas about race purity that 
were circulated by the Ku Klux Klan and the American Legion. African 
Americans like Walter White, the leader of the National Association 
for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) who had phenotypi-
cally white features, were referred to as “voluntary negroes” as a way of 
favorably recognizing those African Americans who had physical char-
acteristics that would allow them to pass as white but who consciously 
chose to live as African Americans in a social environment that severely 
limited African American social advancement.6
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While emphasizing her race loyalty—seen through her desire to 
live in Harlem as a black woman—Irene’s character enacts many of 
the most virulently racist voices present in the dominant culture’s 
thoughts about race and the cultural importance that many in the 
1920s felt about maintaining racial boundaries. From Irene’s perspec-
tive, her friend Clare is a race traitor. Even though Irene herself can 
and does pass, in early scenes in the novel, Irene clearly sees situational 
passing as something far different than the kind of cultural passing in 
which Clare is engaged. Irene’s world is literally black or white in this 
regard. There are no areas of fluidity. And those, like Clare, who vio-
late the fixed nature of racial boundary face the judgment of those like 
Irene who want to protect the color line. Irene’s feminized version of 
the “race man” haunts the novel, as does the very concept of the ethics 
of race loyalty.

For Larsen, overarching race loyalty of any kind was dangerous, 
whether it is the segregationist attitudes on one end of the cultural 
spectrum that were so profoundly fearful of miscegenation and eco-
nomic encroachment or the impulse to racial solidarity put forth by 
African Americans on the other end of the cultural spectrum. For 
Larsen, the anxiety contained in the act of passing obscured any sus-
tained and meaningful discussion about the cultural conditions that 
produced the impetus for so many to pass, even though they knew 
the potential dangers contained in the act. The people, like Clare, 
who chose to pass were more than trickster figures or assimilationist 
African Americans who hated their blackness and were intent on de-
serting their race entirely.

Clare obviously passed to escape oppression. Though Irene clearly 
judges her friend as being a race traitor for exiting the black race in the 
first place, the novel makes it clear that Clare’s response to her situ-
ation was a logical response to the circumstances she so desperately 
wanted to leave behind and the social and economic benefits she so 
obviously wanted to experience. An article entitled “The Dilemma of 
Race: Another Study of the Color-line in New York” that appeared in 
The New York Sun in 1929 seems to support the possibility that Nella 
Larsen herself may have understood and been fairly sympathetic to 
Clare’s experiences. The article notes “The sad fact is that the status of 
the half-caste is not a problem but a dilemma. This writer has no solu-
tion to suggest, though she passionately resents the injustice of the 
fact” (Anonymous, “The Dilemma of Race” 88-89). The anonymous 
writer is correct in saying that Nella Larsen has no solution to sug-
gest. More specifically, though, Larsen resists placing responsibility on 
a single solution or person.
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Clare’s husband clearly represents the vitriolic insidiousness of 
white racism. The Harlem to which Clare returns represents a black 
bourgeois focused on status and uplift. Irene herself represents a race 
woman who puts forth the worst elements of race conscious social 
standing and misplaced race loyalty. Race is real for Irene, rather than 
a social construction with profoundly porous boundaries. But Larsen 
resists the temptation to posit any one of these elements as bearing 
the guilt of what Clare and Irene experience in the novel. Clare’s death 
at the novel’s conclusion is simply caused by “misadventure.” Larsen 
actively presents a wide variety of racial ideas without ever actively en-
dorsing any particular ideology.7

Part of the novel’s ongoing resonance is that it is as much an evalua-
tion of race and racial performance as it is a novelistic attempt to recon-
struct the elements that contributed to the act of passing. It presents 
the effects of racial trauma through Irene’s narrative presence. She si-
multaneously represents a certain kind of blackness and participates in 
the cultural process of blurring the very lines of racial demarcation that 
her ideology works so hard to preserve. Irene can never fully under-
stand Clare and her actions because Irene is evaluating Clare through 
the prism of an ideology that is ultimately too narrow. Larsen’s racially 
ambiguous characters are able to occupy portions of multiple subject 
categories. They are never fully able to occupy any of those categories 
because of the difference that they are culturally forced to repress. 
Those categories are identifiable, socially constructed, and fairly rigid. 
Those categories are also narrow. There is no hybrid middle-ground. 

Passing suggests that the true depth of the experience of passing 
can never be fully represented. Rather, the experiences presented to 
the reader of the novel consist of a series of unresolved—and irresolv-
able—gaps sewn together by Irene’s unreliable narrative presence. The 
novel presents the impossibility of entirely knowing the individual and 
cultural consequences of trauma or being able to make sense of the 
fears, anxieties, and desires that define the lives of Larsen’s characters. 
The acts of passing presented in the novel are never complete and are 
certainly never entirely consistent. Passing in the novel—particularly 
the kinds of passing that are predicated on repression—is ultimately 
doomed to failure. That failure is based on the fact that passing, at least 
as it is deployed in the novel, is a function of those aspects of identity 
that are given up. 

Clare has managed to reinterpret W.E.B. Du Bois’s famous defini-
tion of double-consciousness. Early in her life, Clare recognized that 
for her, the “sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of 
others” (Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk 102) meant that she would 
always be seen as white and therefore relatively safely enshrouded 
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in white privilege. When she is reunited with her friend Irene in the 
segregated rooftop restaurant at the Drayton Hotel, even Irene does 
not recognize her as a black woman who is passing as white. Irene is 
only passing in this situation, though she has presumably done so in 
the past when she is not with her husband and children, who are not 
able to pass. But Clare has chosen to pass out of blackness into the 
privilege of whiteness. The scarlet letter of race that she conceals has 
transformed her into someone who is lonely and isolated, particularly 
around her racist husband and children. Clare is both black and white. 
But in a society that cannot recognize racial hybridity, she is ultimately 
neither. Her racial performance does not protect her from the virulent 
racism her husband displays at the tea party to which she invites two 
other black women passing as white. It also does not protect her from 
the kind of race-conscious border enforcement imposed by Irene.

Larsen suggests that there is no mechanism available to negotiate or 
redefine the color line. In the twenty-first century, the novel particu-
larly resonates with those who are interested in drawing attention to 
the ways race is socially constructed and maintained through perfor-
mance. There are certainly consequences attached to occupying that 
jagged edge of racial politics. What makes the novel so relevant are the 
ways it reinscribes the binary categories of race and passing by suggest-
ing more complicated frames of meaning that intersectionally include 
race, sexuality, class, and privilege. The novel emphasizes the hybridity 
of identity itself. 

Passing remains an important investigation of 1920s attitudes about 
race in the United States. Contemporary responses to it attest to on-
going cultural debates about race, particularly in an era that has al-
ternately been described as post-black, post-race, and race blind.8 
Regardless of cultural aspirations about race, the novel highlights how 
remarkably little has changed about the nation’s cultural insistence 
on racial binarism. Racial identity continues to be circumscribed by 
cultural expectations of rigid racial norms. These identity positions 
only highlight the instability of essentialist racial categories. More im-
portantly, since binary racial definitions like blackness and whiteness 
function on performance rather than essentialism, the act of passing 
is itself a performative act of infringement that reinforces rather than 
subverts acknowledged, phenotypic racial boundaries. If anything, the 
kinds of racial passing displayed in Passing emphasize the need for 
fractal subdivisions of racial identity that recognize the intersectional 
process of racial identification.9

What is perhaps most surprising about the novel is that Larsen 
takes the opportunity to use the theme of passing to critique black 
uplift ideology in the strategies of community building that Irene rep-
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resents, which were based on essentialist views of race, race pride, and 
race consciousness. Part of the critique that Irene levels on her friend 
Clare’s attempts to reunite herself with the black cultural world that 
she has apparently abandoned many years earlier is that she is some-
how unauthentically black. Irene dismisses Clare’s attempts to renew 
their friendship because of the threat that Irene perceives Clare to pose 
to the stability that Irene has worked so hard to assemble and main-
tain. Irene also sees Clare as irrelevant to the process of uplift in which 
Irene is so invested. But Larsen’s critique extends beyond Clare. Larsen 
also critiques the “tragic mulatto” form that the novel seems to epito-
mize. After all, while Clare’s parents are interracial, Irene’s parents are 
not. To focus exclusively on Clare limits and dismisses the broader ex-
periences of racially ambiguous subjects. 

Part of the ambiguity of the novel and the uncertainty of the cir-
cumstances surrounding Clare’s death is that Passing is not a moral-
ity fable intent on depicting the punishment brought upon those who 
are somehow disloyal to the race. Since Irene is a resolutely unreliable 
narrator, it is not clear if Clare’s return to her life is actually respon-
sible for many of her problems. But it is entirely plausible to conclude 
that Irene is responsible for pushing Clare to her death from a window. 
Clare and Irene are clearly intertwined. They are also, as Irene puts it 
“strangers. Strangers to their desires and ambitions. Strangers even to 
their racial consciousness. Between them the barrier was just as high, 
just as broad, and just as firm as if in Clare did not run that strain 
of black blood” (192). Race consciousness is the lens through which 
Irene judges Clare. The novel’s ambiguity stretches to Irene’s fascina-
tion with and negative judgment of Clare. In a conversation with her 
husband Brian that encapsulates her ambiguous attitude toward her 
friend, Irene says “It’s funny about ‘passing.’ We disapprove of it and 
at the same time condone it. It excites our contempt and yet we rather 
admire it. We shy away from it with an odd kind of revulsion, but we 
protect it” (185-86). Irene is, to her own way of thinking, more “authen-
tic” than her friend because she is very self-consciously a race woman 
who can justify her attitude by way of her philanthropic involvement 
with the Negro Welfare League.

The barrier that she sees existing between herself and Clare is an 
intrinsic sense of superiority that is couched in the language of racial 
advancement. But in reality, the greatest distinction between them 
is the economic disparity that existed between them when they were 
children. As Larsen posits the situation, Clare certainly has no intrinsic 
birthright to the class to which she aspired as a child. Irene’s critique of 
Clare is simultaneously a critique of Clare’s desire (represented in the 
descriptions of Clare’s “having way”) as it is a critique of the broader 



Sterling Lecater Bland, Jr.

68

desire for African American social and cultural progress. But the novel 
complicates those strategies of black uplift by suggesting a pattern of 
ambiguity that disassociates race from being the most obvious marker 
of identity. If anything, the novel puts forth a vision suggesting that 
rather than being monolithically defined and socially enforced, race is 
actually a series of categories that are intersectionally arranged against 
an ever-shifting array of qualities that, broadly speaking, include class, 
sexuality, and privilege. The various acts of passing that are at the heart 
of the novel are actually a revelation that people are blind to the act 
of passing. Race is often misunderstood because the evidence of its 
existence is most often understood exclusively by what can be seen and 
identified. Passing is the only logical response to a social order that 
exploits race, gender, class, and sexuality as forms of control. Although 
Clare decides to return to a black racial identity after years of living 
in a white racial identity, her return to blackness is no less compli-
cated than the circumstances that originally compelled her to pass into 
whiteness. Clare got to choose her race because of the phenotypic char-
acteristics of whiteness that are most readily observable. She also got to 
choose when to deploy this strategy to benefit from the fluidity of race 
and social status. Similarly, Irene got to circumvent racial segregation 
when she chose. But Larsen’s point about passing is that while one can 
choose when to employ the strategy, one cannot choose how the con-
sequences of these acts of resistance are ultimately manifested. Race 
is a fiction whose boundaries are constructed and maintained by the 
culture in which they exist. Race is fluid and circumstantial. But race is 
not identity. Not solely, at least. 

Race, at least in the ways it is described in a novel like Passing, often 
stands between identity and the fluid coercion of the color line. The 
novel suggests that while race itself is a social construction, identity 
and its consequences are undeniable and potentially significant. Many 
of the concerns Larsen addresses are unfavorably dismissed through 
contemporary mainstream culture as “identity politics.” But the fact 
that the cultural mainstream proposes a goal of adopting various social 
policies of race blindness should not suggest that the racial distinc-
tions it rejects simply cease to exist. What makes Passing so relevant 
to contemporary readers is that Larsen’s exploration moves beyond 
simply examining those able to exploit the fluidity of race. Her novel 
also critiques the assumptions of those who champion positions of 
race blindness and post-race.  

For Larsen, identity-based representations can be a source of com-
munity identification and social repair. This is not to suggest that 
Larsen’s presentation of identity suppresses the very real differences 
that exist between groups.10 Her point is that the experiences that Clare 
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and Irene confront are shaped by multiple identity categories that 
include race, gender, class, and sexuality. Clare’s death at the novel’s 
conclusion, and the fact that no one is held accountable for her death, 
suggests that ignoring the influence of these interlocking elements (or 
reducing these elements to a single, racialized category) relegates the 
experiences of those who pass across the color line to a location that 
seemingly resists explanation or acceptance. Larsen’s women engage in 
a process of self-definition that simultaneously reproduces and resists 
dominant cultural assumptions about race.

People who are phenotypically ambiguous concerning race are 
clearly living in a different cultural environment now than the one 
Larsen’s novel describes. During the Harlem Renaissance, there was 
no option for a public expression of racial hybridity. Jim Crow segrega-
tion simply did not allow it. Larsen’s characters had to make an active 
choice between either passing as white or living as black. At the turn of 
the twentieth century, Charles Chesnutt wrote a three-part essay enti-
tled “The Future American” in which he envisioned a time somewhere 
in the future of the United States in which racial phenotype would 
become irrelevant. Contemporary culture is anything but colorblind 
or post-racial, particularly if either of those terms is invoked to suggest 
post-prejudice. 

In the contemporary cultural climate of the United States, the ideas 
at the center of Passing seem remarkably prescient. Race is constantly 
reproduced in contemporary culture, even as the fiction of its under-
pinnings are acknowledged. The kinds of issues related to passing in 
the literature most associated with the genre now seem distant and 
even historically antiquated. Or, as Nathan Huggins declared the 
matter, passing has largely lost the kind of social currency that Jim 
Crow segregation and inequality forced upon it and has, particularly 
through the lens of contemporary culture, become largely passé.11 But 
Larsen’s exploration of the issue in Passing reveals that race, as it was 
produced during the Harlem Renaissance and as it continues to be pro-
duced, is fundamentally about identity. People who are racially ambig-
uous—or even phenotypically white—are nonetheless racially marked 
and must still negotiate an ever-shifting racial landscape of identity in 
the society in which they live. 
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Review and my colleagues at Rutgers University-Newark in the Department of 
English, the graduate program in American Studies, and the Department of 
African American and African Studies for their collegial encouragement and 
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support. My deepest thanks goes to the many students with whom I have dis-
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Notes
1. Also quoted in Allyson Hobbs, A Chosen Exile, p. 19. Hobbs makes a compel-
ling argument for recontextualizing the lived experiences of racial hybridity 
in a broader historical context of disguise in the United States. See pp. 11-27.

2. See W.E.B. Du Bois’s review of Van Vecten’s novel in “Books.”

3. For a discussion of classification and the pathologizing of multi-raced 
people, see Gregory Stephens’s On Racial Frontiers where he argues that 

[t]he pathologizing of mixed-race Americans by whites had its paral-
lel on the black side of the Racial Divide, with sustained ‘mulatto-
baiting’ among some editors, and ‘whispering campaigns,’ as Marcus 
Garvey would call for, in the private sphere. These mass projections 
had their consequences. Mixed-race families themselves developed 
‘an artificially exaggerated animus against interracial unions,’ as 
Caroline Bond Day found, especially between white men and light-
skinned Negro women. A growing number of Americans of mixed 
race began to abandon their claims to a ‘third space,’ and to identify 
themselves as Negroes. . . . During the early twentieth century, Afro-
Americans themselves internalized the “One Drop” rule. Black-white 
miscegenation was primarily replaced by what some social scientists 
called ‘internal miscegenation,’ and the ‘New Negro’ was born. (qtd. 
in Pabst 199) 

4. Gayle Wald, Crossing the Line, pp. 46-47.

5. For discussions of Clare as Irene’s psychological double, see Jonathan Little, 
“Nella Larsen’s Passing: Irony and the Critics,” pp. 177, and Johanna M Wagner, 
“In the Place of Clare Kendry: A Gothic Reading of Race and Sexuality in Nella 
Larsen’s Passing,” pp. 146-47.

6. See Carla Kaplan, “What the 1920s Tell Us About Dolezal and Racial Illogic.” 
In her preface to Passing, “Introduction: Nella Larsen’s Erotics of Race,” Carla 
Kaplan notes that the 1920s were not a time to choose to pass as white: “Never 
before or since has the color line been treated with such hysteria. So called 
‘Americanization’ organizations were hell-bent on holding people to strict 
racial categories and extending segregation’s legal and economic reach by 
making all movement across racial lines seem both undesirable and unnatu-
ral” (xv).

7. For discussions about Larsen’s relationship to the racial ideologies she 
presents in the novel, see Carla Kaplan, ed, Passing, pp. xx-xxiii; Lindsay 
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Byron, Modernism from the Margins, pp. 64-69; and Vivian Maguire, Passing, 
Segregation, and Assimilation, pp. 5-17.

8. In The Souls of Mixed Race Folk, Michele Elam notes that “the ascension 
of mixed race popularity has been enabled in the post-race [. . .] era, and in 
concert with the quiet dismantling of affirmative action and the weakening of 
traditional civil rights lobbies” (qtd. in Chojnowska 82).

9. Naomi Pabst describes the issue in “Blackness/Mixedness,” by arguing that 

a more productive negotiation of mixed race would ground and nor-
malize hybridity as integral to race and culture while also highlight-
ing the issues of difference and belonging mixed-race subjectivity 
raises. Accordingly, black/white interraciality and transculturalism 
could be fruitfully situated within a framework of black difference, 
a frame-work that is usually reserved for other mitigating factors of 
identity such as gender, sexuality, class, and (trans)nationality. (180) 

10. In her influential essay “Mapping the Margins,” Kimberle Crenshaw warns 
that “The problem with identity politics is not that it fails to transcend differ-
ence, as some critics charge, but rather the opposite—that it frequently con-
flates or ignores intragroup differences” (1242). 

11. In his essay “Passing is Passé,” Nathan Huggins argues that it was the social 
changes made during the 1960s that eliminated passing’s social urgency: “[T]
he [Black] Revolution’s insistence on race identity, race consciousness, race 
pride, and race beauty has made anachronistic the game of hide-and-seek, 
traditionally played by whites and blacks in America” (qtd. in Sollars 284 and 
Hobbs 360).
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“Too Vague to Define, Too Remote 
to Seize”: Style, Consciousness, and 

Bourgeois Values in Passing

Cynthia Cravens

Nella Larsen never wrote a writer’s guide or an advisory on the prac-
tice and responsibilities of writing. Perhaps, had there never been 

charges of plagiarism for her 1930 short story “Sanctuary,” she would 
have continued her writing career and put out a compendium of practi-
cal writing advice, as her contemporary Jessie Fauset did in her column 
for The Crisis. However, it is more likely that the waning of the Black 
presence in American literature in the 1930s would have precluded any 
real or pretended fascination with yet another rumination on the act 
of writing, and we still would be left with no definitive illumination 
as to Larsen’s own judgement of her art form. In Fauset’s case, how-
ever, as Elizabeth Ammons has shown, her objective seems to have 
been literary uplift for “our colored pupils.” Do they, she asked, “read 
the great writers and stylists? Are they ever shown the prose of Shaw, 
Galsworthy, Mrs. Wharton, Du Bois, or Conrad, or that old master of 
exquisite phrase and imaginative incident—Walter Pater?” (qtd. in 
Ammons 209). As a significant influencer in the discovery and promo-
tion of Black writers coming of age during the 1920s, Fauset honed in 
on the importance of style in her advice to new writers (or teachers of 
writing). 

*  *  *

In Edith Wharton’s own book of writing, The Writing of Fiction, 
subtitled by Simon and Schuster as The Classic Guide to the Art of the 
Short Story and the Novel, style is likewise of utmost importance. She 
writes, “style [. . .] is the most personal ingredient in the combination 
of things out of which any work of art is made. Words are the exterior 
symbols of thought, and it is only by their exact use that the writer 
can keep on his subject the close and patient hold which [. . .] steeps 
his creation in unfading colours” (21; emphasis mine). Although it is 
less a guide to writing than a study of it as an art form, the implicit 
advice it gives regarding style begins with a consideration of the origins 
of what she calls “modern fiction”—not, in this case, referring to the 
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modernists in vogue at the time of the writing (1924), which she subtly 
tends to skewer in these pages, but with Madame de La Fayette in the 
seventeenth century. With her, Wharton argues, the modern fiction 
we associate with “inner drama,” “breathing and recognizable human 
beings,” and the “drawing of character” (7-8) all began. Importantly, 
Wharton credits Madame de La Fayette with transferring the action of 
the novel “from the street to the soul” (7; emphasis mine). Then tracing 
the lineage of this modern fiction to Balzac, Wharton writes, 

Balzac was the first not only to see his people, physically and 
morally, in their habit as they lived, with all their personal 
hobbies and infirmities, and make the reader see them, but 
to draw his dramatic action as much from the relation of his 
characters to their houses, streets, towns, professions, inher-
ited habits and opinions, as from their fortuitous contacts with 
each other. (8; emphases mine)

My emphases in these passages—by their exact use; to the soul; in 
their habit as they lived; houses, streets, towns, professions, etc.—all 
bring to the fore the particularities of Nella Larsen’s style in Passing. 
Critics and biographers for years have argued for and codified Larsen’s 
place as a modernist writer; as recently as 2015, critic Emily Orlando 
discusses Larsen’s rejection of American realism and her own self-con-
scious alignment with modernist writers. Further, much of the narra-
tive’s interiority and Irene Redfield’s unreliability, important elements 
of characterization to be sure, are widely attributed to the influence of 
modernism. But there are aspects of Larsen’s style, such as her draw-
ing of characters, especially in relation to their houses, streets, and 
towns, her breathing and recognizable human beings, which bear a 
notable resemblance to Wharton’s “modern fiction.” I don’t mean to 
suggest that Larsen is not accurately placed within the pantheon of 
American modernist writers; rather, that aspects of her writing remain 
understudied as a valuable and forceful measure of her contribution to 
that pantheon. It is Larsen as a writer, and Passing as an act of writing 
that I call attention to here. By doing so, I argue that the presumption 
to characterize this narrative as an indictment of the Black bourgeoi-
sie, as so many critics have argued, fails to consider significant, albeit 
subtle, slippages in style that suggest otherwise. Following Wharton’s 
admonishment, I read these slippages as intentional, giving them their 
due as Larsen’s “exact use of words.” 

When Irene Redfield reunites with Clare Kendry Bellew at the 
Drayton Hotel in Chicago, the narrative states, “For about the woman 
[Clare] was some quality, an intangible something, too vague to define, 
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too remote to seize, but which was . . . very familiar” (12). From that 
point on, Irene Redfield’s thoughts are beleaguered by this state of 
vague somethings, emotions that she feels but is unable to articulate, 
suspicions that she harbors but cannot or does not try to prove or dis-
prove. Because readers are immersed in Irene’s point of view, but be-
cause Irene does not provide insight into her state of mind until very 
close to the end, the prose, with the exception of two or three lines 
peppered throughout, bears the weight of Irene’s uncertainties, de-
nials, and ambiguities. For the most part, readers are not offered the 
relief of external points of view through which to measure Irene’s reli-
ability—what Wharton would call “reflecting consciousnesses” (64). In 
Wharton’s estimation, the trick to deploying multiple points of view 
is to do so sparingly: “when things happen which the first reflector 
cannot, with any show of probability, be aware of, or is incapable of 
reacting to, even if aware, then another, an adjoining consciousness is 
required to take up the tale” (65).

This juxtaposition of Wharton and Larsen is neither arbitrary nor 
new—scholars over the last few decades have shown the varied influ-
ences of Wharton’s writing on the much younger Larsen. Meredith 
Goldsmith has argued that Quicksand essentially rewrites The House 
of Mirth, while Emily Orlando painstakingly documents Larsen’s 
“career-long” attention to and revision of Wharton’s work, in what 
Orlando calls Larsen’s “intertextual revisionary project” (37). Even if 
Larsen had never read The Writing of Fiction, it is evident that she did 
read a number of Wharton’s novels and used similar strategies in the 
creation of her own work. Larsen does not employ the technique of re-
flecting consciousnesses—definitive answers to Irene’s suspicions are 
not the point of this narrative at all. Yet when only one, very restricted 
field of vision is pursued, the effect, while intimate, breeds discom-
fort or suspicion. At the very least, it causes readers to question that 
field of vision and raise the specter of reliability. In the case of Irene 
Redfield, whose psychological unraveling is the engine of the story, the 
relentless interiority risks the very necessary sympathy of the reader. If 
that sympathy is breached, then the story becomes Clare’s, and Irene 
is merely its unstable conduit. If we are to read this novel as a defense 
of bourgeois Harlem, for which I ultimately argue, our attention and 
our sympathy must remain with Irene during the unraveling, however 
strained it may become.

Perhaps Larsen felt the risk of the strain as she was writing. As I 
will demonstrate, there are two significant moments in Part Two of 
the narrative wherein the point of view slips, or in Wharton’s terms, 
a reflecting consciousness is adjoined, that provide subtle clues into 
Irene Redfield’s emotional drives. That other point of view, however, is 
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not that of a character, but of a latent, quasi-omniscience that belongs 
to the narrative itself. To better examine these slippages, I turn to nar-
rative theory, or narratology, as a way to isolate the effects of Larsen’s 
choices in these moments.

In the first of the two moments, Irene and Brian have breakfast after 
Irene’s opening of her morning mail. Their conversation ranges from 
Clare Kendry, who is trying to reunite with Irene two years after the ini-
tial Chicago encounter, to the curious phenomenon of “passers” who 
always seem to “come back,” although as Brian says, “Why, the good 
God only knows” (39). Irene wonders at the ways in which the Black 
race disapproves of passing, yet condones it, even protects it, despite 
their contempt for it. To her exasperation, Brian reduces the phenom-
enon to the “instinct of the race to survive and expand” (39). Although 
Irene wants to disagree, she “slid[es] away from the subject entirely” 
(39) to preclude an argument that she intuits she will not win. This 
technique of sliding away, as readers will come to learn, functions as 
her own kind of instinct to survive—to keep the peace, maintain ap-
pearances, and avoid unpleasantries.

Changing the subject, Brian asks Irene about the dance for the Negro 
Welfare League. Although the fundraiser will be a success, she men-
tions the “terrible lot of work” she has had to undertake to organize it. 
Brian is momentarily sympathetic, conceding the heavy labor involved 
in “uplifting the brother” (39). In the next breath, after a shadow 
descends upon his face, he darkly laments how much he hates sick 
people and dealing with their “stupid meddling families, and smelly, 
dirty rooms . . . ” (39). His discontent alarms Irene, not least because 
she had believed his restlessness and dissatisfaction had been snuffed 
out—by her—years ago. Thus, in the span of time it takes to pour their 
coffee, Irene’s heretofore safe, stable, predictable, and well-controlled 
world has sprung two leaks—the re-entry of Clare Kendry, and the re-
emergence of Brian’s destabilizing restlessness. From this moment on, 
Irene’s thoughts will be consumed by one or the other of them. In fact, 
Brian’s utterance and Clare’s reappearance ignite such a disruption that 
Irene will start to fear for her sanity toward the end of the narrative. 

The vague feeling of uneasiness that Irene experiences right after 
Brian’s pronouncement stems from the doubt she suddenly feels after 
Brian’s quiet but powerful admission of discontent. Throughout their 
marriage he had been suppressing his desire to relocate to Brazil, but 
it comes rushing out during this particular breakfast, frightening and 
angering Irene, just minutes after her expression of disbelief and re-
sentment toward Clare for attempting to “come back.” A few private 
minutes getting ready to leave the house gives Irene time to question 
how well she knows her husband. The “inconceivable suspicion that 
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she might have been wrong” (40) about his character steals upon her, 
but in the second instance of what will become a pattern of behav-
ior for Irene, she “squirm[s] away from it” (40). She denies her initial 
feeling of uneasiness, dismisses that nagging suspicion, and assures 
herself that she had been right to oppose Brian all those years ago be-
cause in the end they had prospered, and were living a safe, secure life 
with their two young sons in affluent Harlem. She “couldn’t have been 
wrong” (40).

This restlessness Irene believes she sees in Brian is not due to any-
thing he has actually said or done, but is purely speculation on her 
part. In fact, rather than ask Brian directly, she avoids the issue alto-
gether and tries instead to distract him with concerns over their sons’ 
education. Her attempt backfires however, and they quarrel in the car. 
After she sends him along with a curt explanation that she must do 
some shopping, she reflects on her failure to rouse her husband from 
his ennui, and on her clumsy attempt to distract him. She resolves to 
try again at a later date. The point for Irene is that she believes she must 
keep Brian distracted, must suggest alternatives to the “easy monoto-
ny” of their lives that he finds “so hateful” (43) before his restlessness 
kicks in again. It’s not that she believes he might “throw everything 
aside and rush off to that remote place of his heart’s desire”1 as she be-
lieved he might at one time. For, as the narrative tells us:  

It was only that she wanted him to be happy, resenting, how-
ever, his inability to be so with things as they were, and never 
acknowledging that though she did want him to be happy, it 
was only in her own way and by some plan of hers for him that 
she truly desired him to be so. Nor did she admit that all other 
plans [were] menaces . . . to that security of place . . . which 
she insisted upon for her sons and in a lesser degree for herself. 
(43, emphases mine)

What is significant to note here is that Irene does more than just slide 
away from an unpleasant possibility. Here she never acknowledges nor 
admits her own selfish motives, in active suppression of self-awareness. 
There are many different ways to interpret this, not least of which is the 
fact that since the entire narrative is littered with similar expressions 
of avoidance, this becomes just one of many. I argue that the difference 
between this passage and the previous one in which she squirms away 
from an uncomfortable thought, is that in the latter case she has had 
the thought and is aware of having the thought. She acknowledges it 
and admits that the thought occurred to her before dismissing it out-
right. In the case above, however, the verbiage instructs us that Irene 
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does not even acknowledge the thought. This means several degrees 
more than just dismissing or avoiding it; rather, it intimates that this 
thought did not even occur to her. Further the adverbial “never” indi-
cates that this is a continuous state of mind for Irene. She’s not merely 
repressing awareness in this one instance, she’s wholly ignorant of it.

This passage is the earliest occurrence of the narrative’s break from 
Irene’s point of view. The fact that it comes on the heels of Irene’s first 
“sliding away” from an unpleasant possibility that she may have been 
wrong about her husband, demonstrates the way that this narrative 
functions with both an internal focalization (Irene’s point of view) and 
an external one (a narrator’s). That is, while readers are for better or 
worse imprisoned in Irene’s consciousness (that is, her point of view), 
we are occasionally informed of matters that Irene seems not to know. 
We become aware, in other words, of a second authorial presence, a 
second “narrator” that mediates Irene’s limitations and instructs us as 
to how to interpret them. As narrative theorist Dorrit Cohn explains, it 
is a “technique where the narrator’s voice is clearly set off from the lan-
guage that runs through his subject’s head” (The Distinction of Fiction 
26). Here, Irene neither acknowledges nor admits what the narrative 
knows and freely tells us. 

The advantage of using narrative theory to address matters of style 
in Larsen’s writing is that it is a discourse that relies solely on the text 
it examines, yet operates with the overt acknowledgement of an author 
behind the text. It is neither new criticism nor biography, however. 
Rather, narratology teases out the effects of choices the author has 
made and their implications. Moreover, there is a component of nar-
ratology that orients around the presentation of consciousness in fic-
tion. This is perhaps the best correspondence to a narrative that, like 
Passing, is itself oriented around consciousness.

The term focalization, coined by French literary theorist Gerard 
Genette in his seminal work Narrative Discourse, refers to the perspec-
tive through which the events of the story are managed, akin to the 
act of bringing a subject into focus. It is a technique, as Manfred Jahn 
points out, that first appears in modernist texts exemplified by Henry 
James, James Joyce, and Virginia Woolf, the effect of which is that “the 
reader is sucked into the story, invited to see the world just as the char-
acter sees it, and co-experience what it is like to be a participant in the 
events” (N3.2.3). Up until this point, and continuing after this point, 
the narrative of Passing has been positioned in the mind of our charac-
ter-focalizer, Irene Redfield, and what she knows, we know. But Irene’s 
refusal to articulate certain emotions or consider certain suspicions, 
and her modus operandi of shying away (57), recoiling from (63), driv-
ing out of her mind (68), wanting to think nothing of (68), shrinking 
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away from (69), holding back (71), turning away from acknowledging 
(74), and never allowing herself to remember (79), while important 
thematically, nevertheless pose a problem of ontological incoherence. 
In the most relevant example of this, readers have no way of knowing 
what’s real and what’s imagined regarding whether Brian and Clare are 
actually having an affair. Thematically it doesn’t matter—the point is 
that Irene believes it and her actions in the final scene spring from her 
belief. Ontologically, however, the reality of what happened is utterly 
unknowable because Irene has no intention of recalling the events ac-
curately or of articulating her role in them.

To further complicate this, the existence of that one moment of ex-
ternal focalization discussed above in which Irene never acknowledges 
her controlling nature challenges the satisfaction readers can extrapo-
late from the events of the final scene. After all, if in the passage above 
the external focalization explains what Irene refuses to acknowledge, 
then certainly it would have the privilege to offer the same insight re-
garding the ambiguity of Clare’s fall. It is conspicuously absent, how-
ever. This leads readers to wonder why it was important for us to know 
that Irene has never acknowledged to herself that she wants Brian to 
be happy but only in her own way and only by her own plans, yet we 
cannot know what Irene has “never afterwards allowed herself to re-
member” about Clare’s fall (79). 

This absence has less to do with thematic consistency and more 
to do with our sympathy toward Irene Redfield. The issue at stake is 
the degree to which readers experience Irene as a sympathetic charac-
ter and what that then implies about the overall project of the novel. 
Contained in those few sentences of external focalization is tacit cri-
tique. Theorist Cohn explains that in all forms of psycho-narration (i.e. 
narrating a psyche) to some degree is the potential for the narrator/
narrative to moralize or judge the character’s actions and thoughts. 
In the case of Passing, when the focalization is internal or fused with 
Irene Redfield’s consciousness, when we know only what she knows, it 
is consonant narration. We may not approve of her mental fumblings, 
but we are not meant to feel superior to her or judge her. We are more 
or less in harmony with her. Some of us may even feel a tinge of empa-
thy for her increasing anxiety and insecurity.

In the passage of external focalization, though, when the narrative 
points out Irene’s stubborn selfishness, there is a hint of chiding, as 
if the narrative believes Irene should know better, or that we should 
as readers. In this moment, the “adjoining consciousness” unsheathes 
itself to arm us with knowledge about Irene Redfield’s character that 
we sense may be her fatal flaw. This subtle critique, enabled by the 
adjoining consciousness’s “superior knowledge of the character’s inner 



South Atlantic Review

81

life and [a] superior ability to present it and assess it” (Cohn 29), is a 
form of dissonant narration. Generally speaking, the more dissonant 
the narration, the greater and more explicit the moral guidance prof-
fered to readers. Prior to the modernist era, this type of narration was 
de rigueur. 

In this instance of dissonant psycho-narration we sense there is dis-
approval there—after all, Irene will not acknowledge even to herself 
that she must have everything go her way—but there’s no sense of ur-
gency or impending calamity in this comment. In fact, it is left up to 
the reader to determine how much of a flaw Irene’s refutation of intro-
spection actually is. 

Regardless, Irene’s character remains morally sympathetic, which is 
necessary for the narrative to develop its theme of denial and avoid-
ance, and necessary for the overall project of the novel to succeed, as I 
will argue below. Had the dissonance been more pronounced, had the 
occasions of external focalization been more frequent, readers could 
not have sustained feelings of good will toward Irene and her manipu-
lative calculations, nor would we have had the patience to withstand 
the repeated and melodramatic pushings-out-of-her-mind that occur 
more often as she convinces herself of the affair. In other words, Irene 
would have become much less likeable, thus compelling readers to 
question if she indeed pushed Clare out the window. Without sympa-
thy, the ending loses the power of its ontological crisis.

But there is a second instance of external focalization with which 
readers must contend: significantly, when Brian and Clare first meet. 
We read of Irene’s recollection of rushing into the living room to find 
Brian and Clare waiting for her, dressed to attend the N. W. L. dance, 
and Irene’s dismay that Clare has overdressed for the occasion. Worried 
about Brian’s reaction to Clare’s faux pas, especially as Clare is courting 
danger just by being in Harlem, Irene’s point of view is momentari-
ly superseded by an omniscient point of view, as if we have suddenly 
zoomed out of Irene’s head and are observing the three of them like an 
unseen spectator. In an awkward narratorial shift, the narrative states, 
“ . . . if Clare Kendry’s appearance had in it anything that was, to Brian 
Redfield, annoying or displeasing, the fact was not discernible to his 
wife as, with an uneasy feeling of guilt, she stood there looking into his 
face . . . ” (53). 

Just as quickly as this focalization appears, it vanishes. In the next 
sentence we return to Irene’s perspective. The likely intention for this 
momentary shift in point of view was to capitalize on the ironic obser-
vation that a beautiful woman is unlikely to displease a waiting hus-
band no matter how overdressed she is. As witty as the comment is, it is 
not attributable to Irene’s consciousness since the distance required to 
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make a sardonic observation such as this is not in keeping with Irene’s 
general state of mind. 

In narratological terms, this is a shift from internal focalization 
wherein “all narrative information is restricted and aligned” to the 
character’s perception, knowledge, and point of view (Jahn N3.2.3) to 
narratorial focalization which is removed from the character’s inner 
life altogether. Whereas in the first instance of slippage previously dis-
cussed, the external focalization shifts the perspective to another con-
sciousness that has a superior knowledge of the character’s inner life, 
narratorial focalization functions as reportage, giving an “outside view 
of characters in a scene” (Jahn N3.2.21). Jahn likens this to the tech-
nique of placing a camera somewhere in the vicinity of the characters, 
carefully remaining within earshot. Because we are not inside the head 
of one of the participants in the scene, we are ostensibly able to inter-
pret events, dialogue, and mannerisms objectively. Of course, unlike 
film, written narrative is never fully objective—there is always a guid-
ing hand calling our attention to certain details. But as this passage 
demonstrates, narratorial focalization does have the effect of a neutral 
kind of reporting of only that which is visible or audible. It necessarily 
constructs distance.

Given that this brief passage seems to have no function other than 
ironic commentary on a social convention (much like an Edith Wharton 
novel of manners), it thus becomes conspicuous for its deviance from 
the rest of the narrative. In the grand scheme of the novel, I believe 
these two moments work in tandem to both construct Irene’s sympa-
thy and complicate our easy understanding of it. Taken together, they 
more fully delimit Irene’s consciousness and allow readers to grasp the 
slippery elements from which her consciousness slides away. Returning 
briefly to the Drayton hotel scene, the passage in which Irene, unable 
to quite place the woman before her, experiences “an intangible some-
thing, too vague to define, too remote to seize, but which was . . . very 
familiar,” (12) reflects a knowledge of the discourse of psychoanalysis, 
very much in vogue in 1920s America. Although it is not within the 
purview of this article to parse out all the correlations between Passing 
and Sigmund Freud’s theories, it is worth considering his discussion of 
repressed memory, published in his 1917 work, Introductory Lessons 
on Psychoanalysis: “There is a kind of forgetting which is distinguished 
by the difficulty with which the memory is awakened even by a power-
ful external summons, as though some internal resistance were strug-
gling against its revival” (The Freud File). Freud discusses the way this 
mechanism of repression works:
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As a result of the experience, an instinctual demand arises 
which calls for satisfaction. The ego refuses that satisfaction, 
either because it is paralysed by the magnitude of the demand 
or because it recognizes it as a danger. The former of these 
grounds is the more primary one; both of them amount to 
the avoidance of a situation of danger. The ego fends off the 
danger by the process of repression. The instinctual impulse 
is in some way inhibited, its precipitating cause, with its at-
tendant perceptions and ideas, is forgotten. (The Freud File)

The significance of this perspective is clear even with a cursory read-
ing of Passing. Irene repeatedly associates Clare Kendry with danger 
and the narrative repeatedly encourages us to see Irene as trying to 
avoid danger. That Larsen, a trained librarian, would be unfamiliar with 
Freud’s work, is untenable. Even Edith Wharton’s 1927 novel Twilight 
Sleep features a character who undergoes psychoanalytic treatment, 
and as Emily Orlando’s research shows, there are “startling examples 
of Larsen’s engagement” (42) with that novel in general and several 
passages from it in particular. The extent to which Passing endorses 
psychoanalysis may be up for debate, depending on which side of reli-
ability we believe Irene falls, but its engagement with the principles 
of psychoanalysis as a way to construct Irene’s consciousness is unde-
niable. In fact, the external focalization that addresses Irene’s uncon-
scious motives both informs us and positions us to perform a kind of 
psychoanalysis as we read. In some sense, we are better equipped to 
handle Irene’s evasions than she is.

As for the drawing room scene, the advantage of pulling out of Irene’s 
point of view at the moment the wife realizes the husband is charmed 
by the friend, is that primarily we have the space to be amused by the 
wry narratorial observation. We would not have had that brief freedom 
if we were still bound by Irene’s fraught interpretation. Secondly, we 
“get” it—we see from an “objective” standpoint that there is an attrac-
tion between Brian and Clare. He had been irritated when Irene first 
told him that Clare would be coming. As Irene recalls, he had “cloaked 
his vexation” with a “not quite derisive smile” (53). After spending some 
time alone with Clare, he sports “one of his amused, slightly mocking 
smiles” (53), which we understand to mean that he is no longer vexed. 
In the end, the affair between Clare and Brian might be all in Irene’s 
head, but there was that one moment, in the drawing room, where 
we became aware of its potential. We may question Irene’s decision 
to believe it, but we have enough information, outside of Irene’s own 
interpretation, not to dismiss it wholesale. 
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Having thus established Irene Redfield’s careful mental maneuver-
ings in the service of her cherished safety (to avoid danger), and having 
made visible a valid threat to that safety in the person of Clare Kendry, 
Part II concludes, fittingly enough, with Clare saying, “Really, ‘Rene, 
I’m not safe” (58), and Irene, at a loss for words, feeling “vaguely un-
comfortable” (58).

While I am not presenting a psychoanalytic critique of the narrative 
here, I am interested in the ways that Larsen means for us to read Irene 
through a psychoanalytic discourse, and how that works to dislodge the 
interpretation that Larsen was critical of Irene’s bourgeois status. I con-
tend that Nella Larsen positions Irene as a middle-class heroine—hyp-
ocritical, possibly, and snobbish, but not unsympathetic. In response 
to critics who have argued that Larsen’s personal disdain for the “dicty” 
middle class undergirds the presentation of it in these pages, I submit 
that the internal logic of the novel, quite aside from Larsen’s personal 
correspondence, favors Harlem’s middle-class haven as a refuge from 
the calamities that lurk outside of it. Although the narrative trains us 
to equate Irene’s self-defined safety with marriage, children, and social 
appearances, it becomes clear that her consciousness is most disturbed 
when outside forces both violent and racialized breach the perimeter, 
threatening real, bodily safety. In this sense, Clare does not pose the 
most danger—Irene is surely vexed by her unshakeable presence and 
shaken by Brian’s inscrutability toward her—but the final act of the 
narrative introduces the real danger that Irene—and Harlem—have 
been blocking: in back-to-back scenes, the danger is incarnated as a 
lynching Brian reads about and the racist vitriol with which Jack Bellew 
invades the Freeland’s party—both are elements that exist outside of 
Harlem, but have punctured their way in and forced Irene’s recogni-
tion. In doing so, the former has forced her to vocalize what she has 
been repressing all along, while the latter forces her to act on it. 

To reconcile the strands of focalization and psychoanalysis present-
ed in this essay, I turn to my final analysis of the text, the dinner scene 
initiated by Brian’s bitterness over the lynching. This is the apex of the 
narrative’s psychoanalytical trajectory—what we might call, in the par-
lance of therapy, Irene’s breakthrough. The scene is a parallel of the 
breakfast scene, although Brian and Irene are joined by their two sons, 
Ted and Junior, in the hours before the Freeland’s party. The narrative 
states, “Brian spoke bitterly of a lynching that he had been reading 
about in the evening paper” (72). Brian has once again voiced his anger 
over the deplorable and violent treatment of African Americans—in 
the breakfast scene he complained about poverty and illness; here he 
rails against racialized murder. In both cases, Irene is alarmed and fears 
Brazil will lure Brian away. When their son Ted asks Brian, “Dad, why is 
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it that they only lynch coloured people?” and Brian answers, “Because 
they hate ‘em, son,” Irene, with “a plea and a rebuke” in her voice says 
only, “Brian!” (73). The scene continues: 

  
Ted said: “Oh! And why do they hate ‘em?”

“Because they are afraid of them.”

“But what makes them afraid of ‘em?”

“Because—”

“Brian!” (73)

After the boys have left the table and returned to their rooms, Irene 
says to her husband, “I do wish, Brian, that you wouldn’t talk about 
lynching before Ted and Junior. It was really inexcusable for you to 
bring up a thing like that at dinner. There’ll be time enough for them to 
learn about such horrible things when they’re older” (73). Brian, fully 
acknowledging the physical danger of the world, says, “If, as you’re so 
determined, they’ve got to live in this damned country, they’d better 
find out what sort of thing they’re up against as soon as possible. The 
earlier they learn it, the better prepared they’ll be.” Irene responds in a 
significant revelation: “I don’t agree. I want their childhood to be happy 
and as free from the knowledge of such things as it possibly can be” 
(74).

We see the correspondence right away between Irene’s wish for her 
sons’ lives and the way in which she conducts her own life. Although 
readers already know this about Irene, this is the first time she has 
voiced it aloud to anyone, including herself, and the first time she has 
verbalized that “her way” of keeping her family safe relies on denial 
and avoidance. This, in fact, is what she wishes Brian would acquiesce 
to, or “just do his part” to maintain (73). After Brian growls at what he 
calls her stupidity, she cries out, “Is it stupid to want my children to be 
happy?” (74). I call these passages revelatory for two reasons: first, the 
entire dinner scene is dramatized using narratorial focalization—we 
only “hear” what Brian and Irene say. The text reads like a stage play 
allowing us no access to what Irene thinks. This matters because sec-
ondly, this is the first time Irene has equated denial and avoidance with 
happiness, as opposed to just safety and security, and she has done it 
out loud. She has acknowledged and admitted to herself that safety—
happiness—can be achieved only “in her own way and by some plan of 
hers” (43), which requires a driving out of her mind, a wanting to think 
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nothing of, and a turning away from acknowledging the violence of 
life outside Harlem. As she says to Brian, “[Y]ou’re not to talk to them 
about the race problem. I won’t have it” (73). 

Irene’s breakthrough reads like an epiphany, so counter to her ha-
bitual denials that it seems to be a whole-hearted personal transfor-
mation. Unfortunately, that transformation, if indeed there was one, 
is only temporary, as we are just pages away from the famously am-
biguous ending and Irene’s relapse into uncertainty and denial—what 
Judith Butler has called her “nonnarrativizable trauma” (422). 

The final scene is the moment when Irene, post-breakthrough, wit-
nesses Jack Bellew storm into the Freeland’s apartment to accuse his 
wife of being Black. Into the room with him comes the white suprem-
acy he represents and the unabashed hatred he feels for “black scrimy 
devils” (30). As such, the danger is potent, but as the narrative reminds 
us, he is outnumbered here in Harlem: “Careful,” says Felise Freeland. 
“You’re the only white man here” in what we are told is a “silver chill” 
of her voice and a “warning” (79). It is precisely his presence in this 
world, understood as an intrusion and an attack, rather than Irene’s 
presence in his, that marks the final breach of safety for Irene, and 
it is the explosion of her repressed fear and anxiety that propels her 
into an action—running across the room and laying a hand on Clare’s 
bare arm—to protect her life-world. Most critics agree that despite the 
ambiguity, there is enough textual evidence to indict Irene Redfield for 
assisting in the misadventure that kills Clare Kendry.

The only other instance of dissonant psycho-narration appears in 
this tragic scene: Irene “never afterwards allowed herself to remember” 
(79) what happened to Clare. If we take that to mean Irene pushed 
her, then I would argue that being unable to snuff out the dangers of 
racialized violence, Irene has seemingly enacted the erasure of the only 
kind of danger she can eradicate. It seems to me this would be an in-
dictment of the mechanism of repression (since it impelled Irene to 
act in an extreme and volatile manner) and perhaps an endorsement 
of psychoanalysis (which would have brought Irene more gently to a 
breakthrough), but not a critique of the middle-class values that Irene 
has just killed to protect.

To suggest that Larsen was critical of the Black bourgeoisie is to 
deny the reality of utter violence that was omnipresent for African 
Americans. Larsen could have written this narrative without a refer-
ence to lynching or even without making Bellew quite as extreme in 
his racism. But the fact that these two moments are the catalysts that 
force Irene’s awakening is a testament to the literal safety Harlem so-
ciety provides at a time when a woman “concealing” her race to a white 
husband could become front page news across the country as was the 
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case with the  Rhinelander episode from 1925 to 1926 2; and a time when 
possibly giving birth to a “dark” child could be so “hellish” as to pre-
vent women from conceiving a child in the first place, as Clare and 
Gertrude both attest to. In other words, to focus exclusively on the nar-
rative’s veneer of tea parties, charity balls, and fashion is to measure it 
as merely a mimesis of the dominant white culture, rather than as the 
coping mechanism Irene—and Clare—use to avoid danger. 

Notes
1. For a fascinating and convincing argument that Brazil represents for Brian 
a safe haven for the homosexuality he is repressing, see David L. Blackmore.

2. Several books and articles have been written about the scandalous 
Rhinelander trial of 1925 in which the family of tycoon Kip Rhinelander sued 
Alice Jones Rhinelander for annulment based on the shaky and disproven as-
sumption that she had not disclosed that she was biracial, despite his having 
met and socialized with her parents. Irene mentions the scandal as a possibility 
for Clare if Bellew were to find out somehow. In this case, despite the fact that 
Alice was coerced into partially disrobing for the all-male jury so they could see 
firsthand the “proof” that she did not conceal her race, the case was decided in 
her favor, allowing her to divorce Kip rather than have to annul the marriage. 
The verdict allowed her to collect alimony even after Kip’s death a decade later. 
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“It’s a Funny Thing About ‘Passing’”: 
A Discourse Analysis of Nella Larsen’s 

Passing and New Negro Identity Politics

Barbra Chin

Nella Larsen’s Passing (1929) is in many ways a novel of the Harlem 
Renaissance. Like other prominent novels published during this 

cultural phenomenon, also known as the New Negro Movement, 
Passing was published by Alfred Knopf, a leading publisher of New 
Negro literature, and was supported by Carl Van Vechten, a noted 
patron and enthusiast of this artistic moment. Advertised as the “thrill-
er of the season” (Watts 166), bookstores marketed Passing as a novel 
of intrigue that dealt with popular New Negro themes of race, sexual-
ity, gender, identity, and the psychological dualism of being an African 
American. Such a characterization seems supported by Larsen’s pro-
tagonist, Irene Redfield, whose middle-class sensibilities and loyalty 
to the black race as a devoted “race woman” certainly appear to align 
Passing with New Negro ideologies. Nevertheless, when Irene is forced 
to confront her sense of self that is guided by principles of New Negro-
ness once her childhood acquaintance Clare Kendry re-enters her life, 
it becomes clear that Larsen is not so much writing into the Harlem 
Renaissance as much as she is confronting and resisting the very 
Discourse of the New Negro in which she is circulating.

This New Negro Discourse was, in its own estimation, one of aban-
doning “genteel standards and the embarrassment over what had 
been accepted as Negro traits (the stereotype),” according to Nathan 
Irvin Higgins, to “convert them into positive and appealing character-
istics” (157). Breaking away from the “myth” of the “Old Negro,” the 
stereotyped Uncle Toms of slavery and reconstruction, the New Negro 
Project saw itself as the representation of a liberating “new psychol-
ogy” and spirit of a “new negro.” This “New Negro,” according to Alain 
Locke in his 1925 definitional essay “The New Negro,” was character-
ized by a feeling of self-respect and self-reliance, a sense of racial pride, 
an intention to contribute to society, and a belief in the esteem and 
recognition of the African American (977). This was a new, modern, 
positive, and community-oriented Negro, one who was able to explore 
blackness as a place of possibility and innovation. Yet, while this move-
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ment is remembered as a flowering of cultural expression and consid-
ered a moment of artistic rebirth, a notion perpetuated in the popular 
label of “renaissance,” Irene’s struggle to successfully resolve her sense 
of belonging to the New Negro with the increasing threat that Clare 
poses to her sense of self suggests that the New Negro Movement was 
not as open or as freeing as it considered itself to be. 

Instead, Larsen’s Passing points us to the other side of the New Negro 
Movement, a side that reveals what Emily M. Hinnoy calls the “myth of 
progress and cooperation” encapsulated in the “rather sunny narrative” 
(50) that is often told of the Harlem Renaissance. It also reveals what 
Eric King Watts identifies as the “self-consciously pious” and “choreo-
graphed” (3) trope of race that controlled the project. The New Negro 
was not just an ideology then, it was also a trope or metaphor that, 
according to Watts, shaped and manufactured certain ways of under-
standing what it meant to be black during the mid-twentieth century 
and what was acceptable in terms of representing the experience of the 
“New Negro.” As such, the trope placed limitations on the production, 
promotion, and reception of texts. Writers who did not conform to the 
trope of the New Negro, as presented by the overarching Discourse of 
the project, were often silenced within the confining trope. Larsen is 
one such writer, for Watts. Silenced within the dominant trope of the 
New Negro, Larsen nevertheless resisted the very Discourse in which 
she was writing—writing, as Caresse A. John and Gregory Alan Phipps 
have also noted, both within and against the New Negro Discourse. For 
Watts, this rupturing of Discourse is best understood in a contextual-
ized analysis of the rhetoric surrounding Passing’s publication, mar-
keting, and reception. However, I suggest that the rupture also takes 
place in the very discourse and dialogue of the narrative. 

I want to pause here, however, to clarify what I mean by D/discourse 
since I am using it in two different forms. Taking from Paul James Gee’s 
1999 Introduction to Discourse Analysis, I use little “d” discourse to 
mean “language-in-use” (52). In other words, discourse with a lower-
case “d” refers to the actual discourse or dialogue of the text, the way 
that Larsen uses language as dialogue within the novel, which I will 
expound upon later in this essay. Big “D” Discourse, on the other hand, 
refers to “language plus” (52) or language in interaction in context (46). 
For this study, Discourse with a capital “D” refers to the larger conversa-
tion or context of the narrative, particularly the New Negro Movement 
in which Passing is situated. So, I am distinguishing here between 
“Discourse” as a high-level interaction of language within a larger field 
or movement, such as the conversation around the high-level project 
of the New Negro, and “discourse” as a representation of language-in-
use within the text itself, the linguistic interactions as they are voiced 
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within the narrative. To understand the rupture of big “D” Discourse 
that takes place within the little “d” discourse of Larsen’s Passing, I 
focus specifically on the way Irene’s identity is constituted in the lin-
guistic interactions of the text’s discourse, or dialogue. Centering on an 
understanding of Irene’s identity and the way it develops through lin-
guistic encounters provides a nuanced way of thinking about passing 
outside the racial black/white binary to reveal constraining and suf-
focating boundaries of not just race, but of the New Negro specifically.

Most discussions of race and identity in Passing, however, focus on 
Clare’s identity. Josh Toth, for example, discusses Clare’s passing iden-
tity as exposing the invalidity of communities of race by forcing Irene 
to “face the fact that there are no ‘ties of race’” (65). Toth suggests that 
Clare’s identity articulates the paradox of communal and individual 
identity, the paradox being that the “possibility of the individual is nec-
essarily predicated upon the possibility of a stable community” (55), 
a stability that is threatened, according to Toth, by the ambiguously 
raced Clare Kendry. Whereas Toth views Clare’s passing identity as de-
authenticating community, by focusing on Irene and the constitution 
of her identity in the linguistic interactions and discourse of the narra-
tive, I emphasize how Larsen uses language to authenticate particular 
racial identities and communities. That is, Larsen’s linguistic construc-
tion of the text works to understand race and identity as constituted by, 
rather than destabilized by, Clare’s presence in the text.

This kind of relationality between Clare and Irene suggests depen-
dency between the two. However, I am not suggesting, as Nell Sullivan 
does, that Clare is the “idealized image” that Irene seeks through a type 
of Lacanian “mirror stage” to resolve her experience with a “problem-
atic I” (377). Instead, I see this dependency as more aligned with what 
Lori Harrison-Kahan identifies as a dependency for verbalization and 
articulation (274). She suggests that Irene’s subjectivity is determined 
by her identification with Clare as much as Clare’s voice is mediated 
by Irene (274). However, where Harrison-Kahan recognizes this rela-
tionality in the polyvocal structure of the narrative, a structure that 
she identifies as the blues and understands as Larsen’s response to 
Langston Hughes’s call for black art in “The Negro Artist and the Racial 
Mountain,” I recognize it in the linguistic interactions of discourse as a 
disruption of New Negro Discourse. 

There are several layers to this discourse in Passing. First, there is 
the discourse of the text, or the dialogue that occurs between the char-
acters and what is spoken in the world of the novel between characters. 
This is how we typically understand narrative dialogue. These are the 
expected linguistic exchanges of language-in-use that is the founda-
tion of little “d” discourse. However, Passing’s narrator complicates our 
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ability to read the text through this simple form of dialogue only. With a 
partial narrator who only provides us access to Irene’s point of view and 
her thoughts, discourse in Passing also includes the dialogue that takes 
place between the narrator and Irene, or even the narrator and the au-
dience. The introspective dialogues that Irene has with herself, that the 
narrator makes available to us, are a form of discourse as well. Although 
not examples of traditional linguistic interactions with another person 
within the world of the text itself, they are still moments of dialogue 
because of the form the narrative takes; in the representation of inner 
dialogue, what is non-linguistic becomes linguistic. Finally, there is the 
discourse that takes place between the text and the outside world. That 
is, the novel itself is a linguistic interaction with the Discourse of the 
New Negro Movement on a broader scale that builds on the other two 
types of dialogue within the text.

The relationship between discourse and identity in Larsen’s narrative 
is apparent from the very beginning. In the opening scene of Passing, 
we are introduced to both Irene Redfield and Clare Kendry through a 
particular form of discourse—a letter. In this moment, Clare’s identity 
becomes tied to the form of “the last letter in Irene Redfield’s little pile 
of morning mail” (Larsen 143). Contained in the “thin Italian paper” 
envelope with its “almost illegible scrawl” (143) is our first understand-
ing of Clare Kendry, her identity, and her relationship to Irene. A meta-
phor for Clare, an “analogous representation of the ways Clare’s pass-
ing body represents itself” (780) according to Gabrielle McIntire, and 
a metaphor for the “illegibility of [Clare’s] white-looking black body” 
(39) according to Sinead Moynihan, the letter positions Clare herself as 
a type of discourse within the text. When Irene first examines the exte-
rior of the letter, she immediately understands it as a representation of 
Clare since “some two years ago she had one very like it in outward ap-
pearance” (Larsen 143). Signified here by an actual form of discourse, a 
letter, Clare becomes a metaphoric discourse, the dialogue that occurs 
within the narrative and that extends from it. 

However, the letter is more than just a metaphor for Clare, it is a 
constitutive act of linguistic interaction that situates her identity for 
the text. As a literal form of discourse, the envelope and letter exem-
plify principles of what Mary Bucholtz and Kira Hall term “emergence” 
and “relationality.” In their sociolinguistic study of identity and inter-
action, Bucholtz and Hall propose a framework of identity that sug-
gests that identity does not reside within the individual but within the 
intersubjective relation of linguistic interaction (585). This framework 
is supported by principles of “emergence,” the idea that identity is not a 
pre-existing source but rather an emergent product of linguistic inter-
action (588), and “relationality,” the concept that identity is a relational 
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phenomenon constructed through several, often overlapping, comple-
mentary relations (598).1 Through the letter, Clare’s identity emerges 
in a form of linguistic interaction that is, from the outset, relational 
not only to Irene and her identity, but also to the other letters. Clare’s 
identity here emerges through the dialogue of the text in the narration 
of this opening scene. In the dialogue of the narrator, which conveys a 
certain closeness to Irene and her inner dialogue, Clare’s identity un-
dergoes a process of denaturalization in relationship to Irene and her 
surroundings. we come to understand Clare as out of place because her 
letter stands out from the rest of the pile; Clare’s letter, with its expen-
sive paper and yet hastily addressed “scrawl,” is unlike the “ordinary 
and clearly directed” letters Irene has already read (Larsen 143). Irene 
and the narrator also draw our attention to the “purple ink” and the 
paper’s “extraordinary size” to further confirm Clare and her letter’s 
peculiarity. Any of the similarities that exist between Clare’s letter and 
other letters, or between Clare and Irene, are suppressed in the scene’s 
narration to support a sense of difference.

This relationality is continued in the actual discourse presented 
in the letter’s contents. Irene having finally opened the letter, Larsen 
does not provide us with the actual content of the letter; instead, she 
places it into conversation with Irene’s identity by filtering the letter 
through her eyes, constituting a part of Irene’s identity in the process.2 
We skim the letter, “puzzling” (145) it out as best as we can with Irene. 
The letter begins: “. . . For I am lonely, so lonely . . .  cannot help long-
ing to be with you again, as I have never longed for anything before; 
and I have wanted many things in my life. . . .” (145). In such a moment, 
the letter, already a form of discourse and linguistic interaction, be-
comes a layered discourse. Irene is, in many ways, in conversation with 
the letter as she reads it. By placing it in quotations, Larsen marks the 
letter as a particular dialogue, one in which we almost learn more about 
Irene than we do about Clare since the substance of the letter is fil-
tered through Irene. For example, although there are “sheets upon thin 
sheets” of Clare’s “extravagantly phrased wish to see her again” (145), 
we only see a small piece of the letter, and a fractured letter at that. 
We only understand from the letter what Irene herself can parse out, 
which subsequently suggests what she finds significant in it. On the 
other hand, the silences created by Irene’s fractured reading may also 
suggest what she does not want to acknowledge. Larsen’s use of ellipsis 
here to convey the letter’s content to the reader adds to this sense of 
relational discourse between Clare and Irene. 3 As such, Clare’s identity 
is not the only one relational to the letter in this opening scene, Irene’s 
identity is as well. Irene’s identity similarly emerges in relation to the 
letter. Her interactions with and reactions to Clare, and the subsequent 
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narrative of her first encounter with Clare while visiting Chicago, all de-
velop from her initial engagement with Clare’s letter and its contents. 

Irene, however, understands her own identity to be seemingly com-
posed and stable. She presents herself as a coherent display of the New 
Negro woman. This is an important part of the way that she understands 
herself and presents herself within the text, particularly in terms of 
her linguistic and extra-linguistic interactions. This sense of her iden-
tity particularly emerges in the linguistic exchanges she has with her 
husband, Brian, and with Clare, respectively. Yet, these interactions 
demonstrate a critical part of what Bucholtz and Hall identify as the 
“partialness principle,” which suggests that “even seemingly coherent 
displays of identity, such as those that pose as deliberate and inten-
tional, are reliant on both interactional and ideological constraints for 
their articulation” (605). Focusing on Irene’s identity, I want to high-
light these interactional and ideological constraints that reveal Irene’s 
identity and put her into conversation with the New Negro values that 
she considers so integral to who she is. 

When Irene first becomes reacquainted with Clare on the rooftop of 
the Drayton Hotel, she constructs her identity through a relation to and 
distinction from Clare. Similar to when she encounters Clare’s letter, 
Irene suppresses the similarities between the two of them to privilege 
their differences and set herself apart from Clare. This is demonstrated 
in their conversation about their life choices, particularly regarding 
the choice to “pass.” The conversation begins with Clare’s prodding 
of Irene, “But you’ve never answered my question. Tell me, honestly, 
haven’t you ever thought about ‘passing’?” (160). To which, the narra-
tion tells us, “Irene answered promptly: ‘No. Why should I?’ And so dis-
dainful was her voice and manner that Clare’s face flushed and her eyes 
glinted. Irene hastened to add: ‘You see, Clare, I’ve everything I want. 
Except, perhaps, a little more money’” (160). The irony of this moment, 
and the key to understanding the relational aspect of Irene’s identity 
construction here, is the silence surrounding their current passing. 
Having nearly fainted on the street while visiting in Chicago, Irene 
enters the Drayton, a white-only hotel, after her cab driver mistakes 
her for a white woman and she does not correct him. It is here, as she 
is momentarily passing for white herself, that she reacts so disdainfully 
towards the idea of passing. However, Irene’s internal dialogue when 
she is first questioning Clare’s gaze betrays her; this is not her first time 
passing. “They always took her for an Italian, a Spaniard, a Mexican, 
or a gipsy. Never, when she was alone, had they even remotely seemed 
to suspect that she was a Negro” (150), she notes.4 Yet, when she inter-
acts with Clare, Irene suppresses this similarity between them—that 
of passing for certain social advantages—because it would undermine 
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the difference that she is so adamant about making. Irene, in the tone 
of her voice and the quickness of her response, draws on the relational 
principle of distinction, “the suppression of similarities that might un-
dermine the construction of difference” (Bucholtz and Hall 600), by 
withholding any recognition of the relevancy of Clare’s question and 
the irony of the moment they are in. Her articulation of her own stance 
on passing is meant to distinguish between her life choices and Clare’s. 
In doing so, Irene constitutes her own racial loyalty and belonging in 
the difference between her self-defined unwillingness and Clare’s ex-
pressed willingness to pass.

This conversation with Clare also exposes the instability of Irene’s 
identity. When Clare brings the topic of passing into the conversation, 
Irene has mixed feelings. Her response is outwardly resolute, she has 
and never would “pass” in the way that Clare does. Nevertheless, after 
Clare tells her that “all things considered,” she might consider passing 
to be “worth the price” (160), Irene’s internal reaction is not as firm and 
unified towards the concept of passing as her previous response made 
it seem: “Her reason partly agreed, her instinct wholly rebelled” (161). 
In this moment, Irene’s reason and instinct are in opposition. This rift, 
however small, establishes a conflict between her personal judgement 
and the intrinsic value system of New Negro sensibilities that she has, 
a conflict that will only continue to grow as her sense of self and her 
New Negro identity are continually challenged throughout the novel.

Irene continues to articulate her New Negro identity, however ironi-
cally, through linguistic interaction when she meets again with Clare 
in New York. At Clare’s insistence, Irene attends tea at Clare’s hotel in 
New York, where they are joined by another childhood acquaintance, 
Gertrude. Among each other’s company, all three women position 
themselves in line with blackness. For Clare, especially, this moment 
is significant in the way that her discourse with Gertrude and Irene 
allows her to claim a positional identity as a black woman that her 
daily life does not allow otherwise. She uses, for example, referential 
and positional terms such as “we” to refer to “colored people” (169) 
to demonstrate and articulate her own identity as belonging to “the 
race.” This represents what Bucholtz and Hall describe as “adequa-
tion.”5 Clare foregrounds their shared blackness and shared experi-
ences as black women who are phenotypically able to pass for white, 
presenting herself as sufficiently similar to Irene and Gertrude, both of 
whom live more openly as black women than she does, for the purpose 
of the identity work she is doing. Irene, on the other hand, continues 
to position herself in opposition to Gertrude and Clare by using ad-
equation’s counterpoint principle, distinction. In her contributions to 
the conversation, Irene once again works against Clare’s positioning 
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by purposefully drawing attention to salient differences to distinguish 
herself and her identity from Clare. When the three women discuss 
their children, for example, Gertrude and Clare adequate their iden-
tities to one another as light-skinned black women married to white 
men by commiserating about their fear of having dark children. “But of 
course,” Gertrude claims, “nobody wants a dark child” (168). Gertrude’s 
use of “nobody” here draws attention to a supposed similarity between 
the three women, their race, and their positions. But Irene disrupts this 
work when she pointedly enters the conversation to add, “in a voice 
of whose even tones she was proud: ‘One of my boys is dark’” (168). 
She emphasizes that she does not share the same fear as Gertrude and 
Clare because her husband “couldn’t exactly ‘pass’” (168). Irene’s fa-
milial pride not only aligns her with a valuing of blackness, but it also 
distinguishes her from Clare and Gertrude and unsettles their feeling 
of belonging. Gertrude’s immediate and exaggerated reaction to this 
response signals Irene’s successful disruption: “Gertrude jumped as if 
she had been shot at. Her eyes googled. Her mouth flew open” (168). 
Throughout the lunch, Irene’s articulated relational distance in her 
discourse with Gertrude and Clare adds to her sense of being a New 
Negro Woman. She continues to constitute herself as distinct from the 
other two women by presenting herself in tone, syntax, and diction as 
a race woman—one who is part of the black race and proud of it—even 
as her linguistic exchanges with them persist in relating her to them 
and them all to blackness. 

The pointed positionality that Irene employs to differentiate herself 
from Gertrude and Clare in this conversation is a positioning about 
race but more specifically about New Negro-ness. For, as much as Irene 
defines herself as belonging to the race differently than Gertrude and 
Clare do, she continues to acknowledge their belonging, even if she does 
not always understand why. Yet, she can distance her identity position 
from theirs in her continued articulation of her New Negro woman-
hood; she is a New Negro, and they are not. She verbally demonstrates 
this distancing by turning her participation in the conversation to “a 
bare ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ here and there” (170). Her continued participation, es-
pecially in its bareness, demonstrates Irene’s conflicted sense of being 
grouped with Gertrude and Clare. Clare, in Irene’s estimation, “wants 
her cake” (197) and wants to nibble at others’ cakes as well, meaning 
that Clare wants to associate herself with blackness without giving up 
any of her whiteness and the privileges that come with passing. This is 
problematic for Irene’s New Negro sensibilities and her understanding 
of race and race loyalty.

 As such, Irene, in many ways, sees Clare’s use of terms such as “we” 
to refer to herself and other “colored people” as a kind of language 
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crossing, a kind of code switching, to borrow from Ben Rampton, in 
which the language used is not thought to “belong” to the speaker. 
Rampton suggests that these language crossings are performative and 
choreographed. Consequently, when a language crossing occurs, lan-
guage barriers are crossed, but cultural boundaries are ultimately left 
intact. So, while a speaker may use language that positions them within 
a certain identity group, their identity does not actually change. For 
Irene, this is exactly what is happening when Clare uses the term “we.” 
Positioning herself as part of a black identity by using “we,” Clare ac-
cesses language that Irene does not see as “belonging” to her. Longing 
for the “colors” of race without giving up any of the privileges of passing 
keeps Clare, in Irene’s New Negro understanding of the world, from 
having access to the same language community and space that she has. 
Clare’s speech also exemplifies the language crossing that Rampton de-
scribes because she does not seem to cross any cultural boundaries. 
Even as she continues to spend time in Harlem later in the novel, physi-
cally crossing cultural boundaries, she maintains her passing identity. 
Yet, Clare presents a complicated form of language crossing in that 
even as Irene attempts to define Clare as outside the race with no access 
or right to the language of that culture, her continued relationship with 
Clare, like her continued participation in the conversation, recognizes 
Clare as a black woman who does belong. As such, she must reluctantly 
concede that Clare does have some cultural competency or access to 
that language. This is the most troubling part for Irene and the most 
challenging to her own sense of self. As a race woman, she is bound to 
Clare by race even while she does not understand why she should have 
any loyalty towards her. “Race! The thing that bound and suffocated       
. . .” Irene laments (225).

Irene’s New Negro identity continues to be reinforced through lin-
guistic and extra-linguistic interactions such as laughter and silence 
when she meets Clare’s husband, John “Jack” Bellew. Jack enters the 
scene by greeting his wife with a “Hello, Nig” (170). The tension of the 
scene is built on Jack being the only person who does not understand 
the irony of such a statement in relationship to his wife, let alone the 
two other women sitting in the room. Clare quickly asks Jack to ex-
plain his “pet name” for her, which only compounds the irony of the 
moment. Once this “pet name” is identified as a joke, Irene follows 
Jack and Clare’s lead of laughter. “She laughed,” we are told, “and 
laughed and laughed . . . on and on and on, long after the others had 
subsided” (171). She violates the maxim of quantity here by laughing 
longer than expected for the situation. Irene’s excessive laughter in this 
moment functions as a kind of implicature, not unlike Gates’s concept 
of Signifyin(g),6 that constructs an identity of belonging while signal-
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ing her recognition of the moment’s irony and her discomfort with it 
to Clare and Gertrude, and the reader, who understand the meaning 
of her laugh.

This implicature becomes a face-saving tactic when Irene later in-
dexes this interaction to solidify her New Negro identity in an internal 
dialogue presented by the narrator: 

The irony of it! She couldn’t betray Clare, couldn’t even run the 
risk of appearing to defend a people that were being maligned, 
for fear that the defense might in some infinitesimal degree 
lead the way to final discovery of her secret. She was bound to 
her by those very ties of race, which, for all her repudiation of 
them, Clare had been unable to completely sever. (182)

While this dialogue explains the irony of the situation and the com-
plicated position it put her in, its purpose is to index7 Irene’s identity 
as a New Negro woman. Relying on the ideological structure of the 
New Negro, Irene’s laughter and silence become justified by “race.” 
Irene uses New Negro ideas regarding race to understand herself as 
“bound,” thereby validating her choice to remain silent and protect 
Clare. Despite the conflict this created between racial pride and loy-
alty, to risk revealing Clare’s secret even in “some infinitesimal degree” 
would have been a betrayal of race; to remain silent was to uphold the 
race. In this articulation of internal dialogue, Irene reconstitutes her 
identity as a “good” race woman because ultimately, she puts race first. 
Yet, it also reveals her frustrations with such an identity as she ques-
tions that judgement. Here again we find Irene’s reason and instinct 
coming in conflict.

Irene continues to index this event and to align herself with the 
New Negro when she discusses the event with her husband, Brian. 
Following Irene’s account of the experience, Brian contests her anger 
towards the situation by reminding her that Bellew did not actually 
call her “nigger.” “There’s a difference, you know,” (184) he concludes. 
But Irene refutes this framing of the occurrence and her relationship 
to it by quickly establishing her identity as one with the race. “No, cer-
tainly he didn’t,” she responds, “Not actually. He couldn’t, not very well, 
since he didn’t know. But he would have. It amounts to the same thing. 
And I’m sure it was just as unpleasant” (184). In this positional state-
ment, Irene authorizes her identity as part of the race; what happens 
to the race, happens to her. Even though she is not the one being called 
“nig,” it is still an insult to her because she believes wholeheartedly in 
the ideology of race and the New Negro. A sub-principle of relational-
ity, this authorization takes place as a means of affirming her identity 
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in relation to the “structures of institutionalized power and ideology” 
(Bucholtz and Hall 604). In this case, Irene’s identity becomes autho-
rized both in the ideology of the New Negro and against the racist 
structure represented by Jack Bellew. Her response to Brian thus au-
thorizes her identity in the present as well as in the past. She continues 
to reaffirm her identity as belonging to the race when she concludes her 
conversation with Brian by noting, “It’s a funny thing about ‘passing.’ 
We disapprove of it and at the same time condone it” (185-186). Here, 
Irene markedly uses the term “we” to assert her group membership and 
belonging to the race as well as to the ideological principles of the New 
Negro. This continual use of indexing, authorization, and relationality 
demonstrates a kind of anxiety that makes Irene feel she needs to keep 
re-constituting her identity through linguistic interaction. Reaffirming 
her identity repeatedly, Irene demonstrates that her identity is not as 
stable as she would like to imagine. Once again, though, in positioning 
herself with the New Negro, she draws attention to the irony of it. The 
foundational principles of racial pride and loyalty that uphold the New 
Negro Discourse suggest that the act of “passing” is one to be looked 
down upon, and yet, as Irene points out, these principles also make 
“passing” something to be protected.

As she becomes more aware of these ironies and more frustrated 
with Clare’s presence in her life, Irene attempts to put some distance 
between her and Clare; but, she must implement face-saving, moder-
ated language to preserve her identity while doing so.8 This is exempli-
fied when Clare confronts Irene after Irene does not respond to her 
latest letter. Coming to Irene’s home, Clare challenges Irene’s racial 
loyalty when she asks, “You mean you don’t want me ‘Rene?” (194). 
Irene’s response is a calculated, face-saving move that excuses her be-
havior while working to maintain her identity as a race woman and 
New Negro. She tells Clare that her silence is because it is “terribly 
foolish, and not just the right thing” for her to continue to correspond 
with Clare because it’s “not safe. Not safe at all” (195). Under the guise 
of protecting Clare, Irene moderates her reasons for not responding to 
the letter to preserve her social standing and appearance. At this point 
in the narrative, Irene does not feel threatened by Clare’s presence in 
the way she will later on when Clare becomes more of a threat to her 
marriage and family; however, Irene still has a disdain for Clare and a 
desire to never interact with her again. But, bound by the New Negro 
sensibilities and definitions of race to which she is devoted, Irene 
cannot avoid Clare or dismiss her completely. Instead, Irene must rely 
on face-saving linguistic forms that allow her to present herself as a 
concerned member of the race and as a friend, even while also attempt-
ing to remove Clare from her immediate life.
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Irene’s need to implement face-saving tactics to retain a relationship 
with Clare, despite the growing number of challenges this relationship 
poses to Irene’s mental and physical well-being, demonstrates Irene’s 
awareness of what Bakhtin terms “unfinalizability.” For Bakhtin, unfi-
nalizability is a sense of freedom and openness that suggests that life 
is ultimately open-ended; it is the borderline between existence and 
non-existence, reality and phantasmagoria that Dostoevsky illustrates 
in Crime and Punishment. In Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics (1984), 
Bakhtin describes this concept when he writes that “nothing conclusive 
has yet taken place in the world, the ultimate word of that world and 
about the world has not yet been spoken, the world is open and free, 
everything is still in the future and will always be in the future” (166). 
Unfinalizability is, according to Gary Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson, 
“not only a messy place, but an open place” (36). Bringing this in to 
terms of identity, unfinalizability suggests that identity is ultimately 
open-ended and always in the future. As such, unfinalizability has, as 
Deborah Haynes writes, “two distinct levels: the ways we need others to 
finalize the self; and the ultimate unfinalizability of all things, events, 
and persons” (300). 

Irene understands that her identity is unstable—it’s why she con-
stantly articulates and reaffirms her New Negro-ness in linguistic in-
teraction; it’s also why she cannot get rid of Clare. Clare is the one she 
needs to have some sense of finality to her identity. Here is where we 
see that Clare is authenticating and authorizing Irene’s identity in cer-
tain ways, not deauthenticating it as Toth suggests. Clare’s presence 
draws attention to the instability of identity, and Irene’s identity in par-
ticular, because both women are, in Harrison-Kahan’s words, “depen-
dent on one another for verbalization” (275). Nevertheless, Clare is also 
what validates Irene’s identity as a New Negro woman because she is 
representative of the race. Understanding Irene’s identity here as con-
structed through linguistic interactions, and notedly through her dis-
courses with Clare, helps us to comprehend some of the nuances that 
exist in her connection to Clare. Clare affirms and authenticates Irene’s 
identity within the New Negro Discourse. Each linguistic interaction 
with Clare verifies her loyalty to “race” and community and challenges 
her to uphold her ideals as a “race woman.” This is more than just a 
bond of race as others have noted; this is a binding of ongoing identity 
construction. A game of sorts with specific and measured rules. The 
unfinalizability of Irene’s identity means she constantly needs to ar-
ticulate her identity to stabilize it, and to stabilize it, she needs Clare 
to finalize her sense of self. Throughout the novel, Irene may complain 
about Clare and convey disdain toward her, but Irene’s identity is, 
nevertheless, constituted in her interactions with Clare because Clare 
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embodies “the race.”9 Irene’s identity in Passing emerges in relation 
and is relational to these moments of discourse because they provide 
her with the means of expressing and thus (re)constituting her New 
Negro identity. It is in these linguistic exchanges that Irene’s identity is 
tested and solidified. And yet, these exchanges also point to the open-
endedness of identity because Clare cannot be contained. Clare forces 
Irene to thus recognize the rift between her reason and her instinct, her 
selfhood and the race, “two allegiances, different, yet the same” (225), 
by continually requiring her to defend her sensibilities at her own cost.

In the end, Clare is the unfinalizability of the novel. While she is 
the person needed to help Irene finalize her identity, Irene’s identity 
is never finalized. With each interaction, Clare finalizes Irene’s New 
Negro identity in the moment of that linguistic interaction, but Clare 
is both the other needed to finalize the self, as Haynes describes, as 
well as the ultimate unfinalizability of the text. This is solidified in 
the novel’s ending following Clare’s death. The ambiguous nature of 
Clare’s fall leaves an open ending to the narrative and an open-ended 
question around Irene’s identity. Gathered in a “little group shivering 
in the small hallway” (242), Irene responds to the possibility that Jack 
pushed Clare from the window: “‘No, no!’ she protested. ‘I’m quite cer-
tain that he didn’t. I was there too. As close as he was. She just fell, 
before anybody could stop her. I—’” (242). Irene’s statement, her ar-
ticulation of her relationality to Clare and Clare’s demise, is left unfin-
ished. An expression of self, Irene’s declaration of “I” is interrupted by 
her knees giving way and everything becoming “dark” (242); it is never 
finalized. Without Clare to finalize the interaction, Irene’s identity and 
the context of whether she protected herself or the race, or whether her 
actions even contributed to Clare’s death, are left unsaid.

Just as Clare’s unfinalizability in Passing disrupts Irene’s identity, 
Passing’s unfinalizability disrupts the Discourse of the New Negro. 
Irene’s linguistically constituted identity continually draws attention 
to the ironic conflict between her reason and her instinct, a conflict 
that exposes the dangers and challenges to the New Negro Discourse. 
Irene’s interactions with Clare and their relationality in identity for-
mation through their discourse questions the ideologies of race and 
racial identity that bind the New Negro to New Negro ideologies so 
wholeheartedly. There is something dangerous, Larsen seems to sug-
gest, in the full acceptance of Discourse without any ability to resolve 
the ironies upheld by it. In this context, it is not Clare who is a “tragic” 
figure so much as it is Irene for her steadfast belief in her identity as 
a New Negro woman above all else, including her own psychological 
and physical well-being. While published as part of the New Negro 
Movement and presented as a text that subscribed to that literary proj-



Barbra Chin

102

ect, the linguistic interactions of Passing suggest that the novel is itself 
a discourse on identity within such a project. The threat that Clare 
poses to Irene is not because of her passing identity, but because of 
Irene’s stubborn grounding in the ideology of the New Negro that in-
stinctively leads her to put aside reason, ultimately leading her to a psy-
chological break. Clare’s threat to Irene’s life is heightened by Irene’s 
concept of race and racial pride and loyalty founded in her instinctive 
New Negro sensibilities. As a representation of Discourse herself, Clare 
is a threat to Irene’s identity structure even as she is the very one to con-
stitute it and to finalize it as belonging within New Negro ideologies.

Larsen’s complicated representation of identity as constituted in 
linguistic interaction points us to a different kind of discourse within 
Passing that moves beyond our understanding of the black/white 
binary. This is not so much a novel about that binary as it is about 
the confining Discourse that that binary can enforce; the novel itself is 
about the confinement of the Discourse of the binary. Recognizing and 
representing the constant need to affirm identity in linguistic interac-
tion, Larsen places identity and not just race at the center of passing 
Discourse. Irene, then, is as much a discourse on identity as Clare is. 
Not only does Passing disclose the suffocating nature of New Negro 
Discourse, it questions and argues for more nuanced understandings 
of identity. Larsen’s Passing recognizes the continuous need for our 
identities to rely on others to contextualize and authenticate them but 
warns against the confining Discourse and ideological structures upon 
which the construction of those identities often relies. 

Notes
1. In “Identity and Interaction: A Sociocultural Linguistic Approach,” Bucholtz 
and Hall propose a framework of understanding identity as “constituted in 
linguistic interaction” (585) based on five principles of identity construction 
of which emergence and relationality are two. The remaining three principles 
include: positionality, the concept that identity emerges through various cat-
egories, whether on a macro-level, local level, or from a temporary role (591); 
indexicality, the understanding of identity construction through multiple in-
dexical processes that rely on ideological structures for associations between 
language and identity rooted in cultural beliefs and values (595); and partial-
ness, the notion that identity is inherently relational and will always remain 
partial (605). These five principles of linguistic interaction locate identity out-
side the individual and place it as a discursive construct that emerges through 
interaction. They argue for the analytic value of approaching identity as a so-
ciocultural phenomenon that is relational, never autonomous or independent, 
and always partial because of its relationality.



South Atlantic Review

103

2. In this scene, Clare’s identity also enters a relationality with the reader as 
her identity needs to be read and re-read through Irene and the narrator and 
then the reader. This type of discourse suggests a multiplicity to the way we 
understand Clare’s identity and adds to the layered relationality in which both 
women’s identities are constituted.

3. Larsen again implements ellipsis when Clare calls Irene to ask her to come 
to tea. When Irene answers the phone, we are met with a dialogue that is one-
sided and fractured. Irene’s dialogue is understood to occur in the silences of 
Clare’s pleas with Irene to visit her (164). Here, again, the ellipses function as 
relational, placing both Clare’s and Irene’s identities in direct conversation 
with one another.

4. Here, again, Larsen gestures towards the relationality of identity and racial 
identity, in particular, as Irene’s ability to pass seems to be relational to who she 
is or is not surrounded by. 

5. According to Bucholtz and Hall, “adequation” emphasizes the mere need 
to be sufficiently similar for current interactional purposes to be positioned as 
alike (599). Adequation, the counterpoint of distinction, emphasizes salient 
similarities in conversation while downplaying any differences that are irrel-
evant or damaging to the efforts of identity formation at work.

6. In Signifying Monkey (1989), Henry Louis Gates, Jr. suggests that “Signifyin(g)” 
is a type of word-play that black language practices use to exploit language and 
create double-meaning.

7. Indexing, which Bucholtz and Hall describe as “fundamental to the way in 
which linguistic forms are used to construct identity positions,” is the process 
of creating “semiotic links between linguistic forms and social meanings” 
(594). To index a linguistic interaction, then, is to consider the interactional 
context of the linguistic form and to make social meaning from it. Indexing 
is heavily reliant on ideological structures to create associations between lan-
guage and identity.

8. By face-saving here, I refer to the concept of “face” defined by Erving Goffman 
as the “positive social value a person effectively claims for himself by the line 
others assume he has taken during a particular contact” (5). “Face,” Goffman 
claims, is “an image of self delineated in terms of approved social attributes” 
(5). “Face” is about social value and the concern for how others perceive you. 
Our “face” is what we project when we interact to maintain or create an identity 
for others to see. We can either maintain face, which is to interact as expected 
within the context, lose face, which is to suffer a diminished self-image, but we 
can also save face by acting in a way that maintains face when we encounter a 
face-threatening act.

9. This is an important concept to consider when looking at the difference in 
Irene’s internal discourse and the spoken dialogue she uses to articulate her 
identity. Her face-saving linguistic expressions are necessary because identity 
occurs in the linguistic interaction; her inward thoughts can remain conflicted, 
so long as her outward expression of identity saves face.



Barbra Chin

104

Works Cited
Bakhtin, Mikhail. “Characteristics of Genre and Plot Composition in Dosto-

evsky’s Works.” Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, U of Minnesota P, 1984.

Bucholtz, Mary and Kira Hall. “Identity and Interaction: A Sociocultural Lin-
guistic Approach.” Discourse Studies, vol. 7, no. 4-5, 2005, pp. 585-614.

Gates, Henry Louis, Jr. The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African-American 
Literary Criticism. Oxford UP, 1989. 

Goffman, Erving. “On Face Work.” Interaction Ritual: Essays on Face-to-Face 
Behavior. Penguin Books, 1967, pp. 5-47.

Harrison-Kahan, Lori. “‘Structure Would Equal Meaning’: Blues and Jazz Aes-
thetics in the Fiction of Nella Larsen.” Tulsa Studies in Women’s Literature, 
vol. 28, no. 2, Fall 2009, pp. 267-289.

Haynes, Deborah J. “Bakhtin and the Visual Arts.” A Companion to Art Theory, 
edited by Paul Smith and Carolyn Wilde, Blackwell Publishing, 2002, pp. 
292-302. 

Hinnov, Emily M. “Maneuvers of Silence and the Task of ‘New Negro’ Woman-
hood.” Journal of Narrative Theory, vol. 42, no. 1, Winter 2012, pp. 46-68.

Huggins, Nathan Irvin. Harlem Renaissance. Oxford Press, 2007.  

Hutchinson, George. In Search of Nella Larsen: A Biography of the Color Line. 
Harvard UP, 2006.

John, Caresse A. “Strategic Ambivalence: A Feminist Standpoint Theory Read-
ing of Nella Larsen’s Novels.” Feminist Formations, vol. 23, no. 1, Spring 2011, 
pp. 94-117.

Larsen, Nella. Quicksand and Passing. Edited by Deborah E. McDowell, Rut-
gers UP, 1986.

Locke, Alain. “The New Negro.” The Norton Anthology of African American 
Literature, edited by Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and Valerie A. Smith, 3rd ed., 
vol. 1, W.W. Norton, 2013, pp. 973-981.

McDowell, Deborah E. Introduction. Quicksand and Passing. Rutgers UP, 
1986, pp. ix-xxxi.

McIntire, Gabrielle. “Toward a Narratology of Passing: Epistemology, Race, 
and Misrecognition in Nella Larsen’s Passing.” Callaloo, vol. 35, no. 3, 2012, 
pp. 778-794. 

Morson, Gary Saul and Caryl Emerson. Mikhail Bakhtin: Creation of a Prosa-
ics. Stanford UP, 1990. 

Moynihan, Sinead. “Beautiful White Girlhood?: Daisy Buchanan in Nella Lars-
en’s Passing.” African American Review, vol. 47, no. 1, Spring 2014, pp. 37-49. 

Phipps, Gregory Alan. “Breaking Down Creative Democracy: A Pragmatist 
Reading of Race and Gender in Nella Larsen’s Quicksand.” ESC, vol. 42, no. 
3-4, September/December 2016, pp. 135-157. 



South Atlantic Review

105

Rampton, Ben. “Language Crossing and the Redefinition of Reality: Impli-
cations for Research on Codeswitching Community.” Working Papers in 
Urban Language and Literacies, Kings College, 1997, pp. 1-21. 

Rottenberg, Catherine. “Passing: Race, Identification, and Desire.” Criticism, 
vol. 45, no. 4, 2003, pp. 435-452. 

Sherrard-Johnson, Cherene. “‘A Plea for Color’: Nella Larsen’s Iconography of 
the Mulatta.” American Literature, vol. 76 no. 4, 2004, pp. 833-869. 

Sullivan, Nell. “Nella Larsen’s Passing and the Fading Subject.” African Ameri-
can Review, vol. 32, no. 3, 1998, pp. 373-386. 

Tate, Claudia. “Nella Larsen’s Passing: A Problem of Interpretation.” Black Lit-
erature Forum, vol. 14, no. 4, 1980, pp. 142-146. 

Toth, Josh. “Deauthenticating Community: The Passing Intrusion of Clare 
Kendry in Nella Larsen’s Passing.” MELUS, vol. 33, no. 1, 2008, pp. 55-73.

Wall, Cheryl A. “Passing for what? Aspects of Identity in Nella Larsen’s Novels.” 
African American Review, vol. 20, no. 1, 1986, pp. 97-111. 

Watts, Eric King. “You Mean You Don’t Want Me, ‘Rene?” Hearing the Hurt: 
Rhetoric, Aesthetics, and Politics of the New Negro Movement, U of Alabama 
P, 2012, pp. 166-189.

About the Author
Barbra Chin is a PhD candidate and full-time lecturer in the Department of English at 
Howard University. Her research explores notions of identity, race, and mixed race in 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century African American Literature. Her work has a particu-
lar interest in Nella Larsen and is often comparative in approach. Email: barbra.chin@
howard.edu. 



106106

Intimacy and Laughter in Nella Larsen’s 
Passing

Diego A. Millan

What in our culture speaks, sustains, and survives, post-nationalism, post-racial ro-
mance, into the unwritten black future we must imagine?

 – Elizabeth Alexander, The Black Interior

Which leaves the question, is it possible to engage the public discourse of black identity 
beyond the imperative of resistance? What might it look like to write about race and 

identity in the context of an aesthetic of quiet, to write about race using the capacities 
of the interior?

– Kevin Quashie, The Sovereignty of Quiet

I.
To examine the significance of laughter in Nella Larsen’s Passing 
(1929), this essay takes the unexpected reunion between Irene Redfield 
and Clare Kendry at the Drayton Hotel’s rooftop restaurant as its in-
spiration. After all, Irene’s recognition of her childhood friend pivots 
on hearing Clare’s laughter. Yet despite ample critical attention con-
cerning the relationship between the two women—its latent lesbian 
desire, its exploration of the “inextricability of racism and sexism that 
confront the black woman in her quest for selfhood,” the difficulty it 
produces for interpretation vis-à-vis Irene’s increasingly unreliable 
narration—interpretations of Passing have yet to adequately address 
this moment of laughter or, indeed, what attending to laughter could 
reveal about the novel (Wall 89).1 That Irene recognizes Clare through 
laughter, especially given its tendency to disrupt one’s facial and bodily 
composure, raises further questions about what this recognition says 
concerning the novel’s representation of identity.2 Because concepts 
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such as recognition and identity remain central to interpretations of 
the novel, and to the concept of passing more generally, what does it 
mean for the narrative to privilege Clare’s laughter in Irene’s recogni-
tion of a childhood friend, as opposed to her voice, her appearance, or 
even her use of the nickname “’Rene”? Put another way, what passes 
between the women in this moment of recognition in relation to 
laughter, and what does it say about the intimacies generated by their 
exchange?

In conversation with existing scholarship, I examine how Larsen’s 
use of laughter troubles static identity categories and imagines a 
space for intimacy among women. To do so, I situate Larsen’s Passing 
within its historical context to underscore how conceptions of laugh-
ter remained in orbit with primitivist stereotypes about both race and 
sexuality. The various forms laughter takes in the novel, in particular 
how it conveys each woman’s relationship to desire, calls into question 
twentieth-century modernist associations between primitive laughter 
and Blackness.3 The novel’s careful navigation of these tropes opens 
the space for a shared intimacy between the protagonists that does 
not reduce laughter to the exclusive expression of repressed sexual im-
pulses. At the same time, Larsen offers a space for thinking through 
laughter’s relation to interiority rather than overplaying laughter’s 
outward-facing subversive capacities. By reading laughter in this way, 
I encourage a broadened interpretation of the role laughter plays in 
African American literature at this time. 

Because the act of passing tends towards secrecy and concealment, 
laughter as bodily outburst seems at odds with it at first. It is easier 
to imagine how passing facilitates movement through spaces to which 
Black people are structurally denied access, such as the Drayton Hotel’s 
restaurant in which Irene and Clare meet while both are passing, yet 
similar observations have been made of laughter’s mobility. In his ar-
ticle on Harlem Renaissance poetry, for instance, Mike Chasar traces 
what he reads as a particular type of “combative rather than humorous, 
comedic, or funny laughter” that emerged in the early decades of the 
twentieth century (58). According to Chasar, this laughter “could go 
where the physical black body in many cases could not and thus could 
uniquely challenge white control of public space while also mapping 
or territorializing that space as a field for further political action” (58). 
In Chasar’s formulation, this increased mobility leads to greater po-
litical viability as a precursor that conditions the possibilities for social 
justice.

Must such mobility, however, be enlisted in to a narrowed view of 
resistance? Chasar attends to the innovative ways in which poets—in-
cluding Claude McKay, Sterling Brown, and Langston Hughes—each 
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mobilize laughter, but his emphasis on a “combative” laughter further 
promotes a narrative of positivist resistance. This notion grounded in 
a limited idea of resistance risks circumscribing laughter’s potentiality 
in African American literature at the time. Indeed, Chasar’s analysis is 
symptomatic of a tendency in critical approaches to the significance 
of laughter and humor in Black cultural expression more generally, 
in which the decision to examine laughter centers the ways in which 
humor has rightly served as a mode of resistance and redress in a 
white supremacist society. Interpretations of laughter as resistance in 
Black culture seek out ways to delineate laughter’s ability to lay bare 
oppressive social structures and disrupt power relations.4 “For centu-
ries,” writes Glenda Carpio, “African Americans have faced racism, in 
its various manifestations and guises, with a rich tradition of humor 
that, instead of diminishing the dangers and perniciousness of racism, 
highlights them” (4). Responding to this long tradition, there is an 
established critical discourse reading this laughter for its subversive 
capacities. Carpio’s Laughing Fit to Kill juxtaposes the representa-
tional strategies found in nineteenth-century fictions, and the social 
critique they enabled, with twentieth-century comedians and writers 
“ultimately seeking to effect a liberating sabotage of the past’s hold on 
the present” (15). Humor’s liberatory potential remains an enduring 
aspect of its appeal. In Laughing Mad, Bambi Haggins examines how 
the comedy and laughter produced by post-soul Black comic personae 
in the decades following the civil rights movement changed from a 
“muted” marker of articulated suffering to “howling” against subjuga-
tion (4). The expression of grievance as humor alongside an era of col-
lective gains then becomes a sign of blackness itself: “[T]he civil rights 
moment marked the beginning of black humor’s potential power as an 
unabashed tool for social change, for the unfiltered venting of cultural 
and political anger, and for the annunciation of blackness” (Haggins 
4).5

To distinguish among terms, we tend to imagine laughter as a 
sounded and embodied expressive action that signals the workings of 
humor, while humor and comedy refer mostly to the generic conven-
tions and disruptive impulses commonly positioned as antithetical to 
social hierarchies and normative ideologies.6 Readings of laughter in 
African American literature are so easily snared by interpretive invest-
ments in a limited definition of resistance that it becomes difficult to 
imagine otherwise. The consequence is twofold: (1) interpretations of 
laughter as a particular type of resistance appear as the only viable way 
of either reading or writing against histories of oppression and racist 
representations; (2) this overreliance on “resistance” as the keystone 
for reading Black cultural expression risks limiting the ability to con-
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ceptualize laughter on a broader range of frequencies. Kevin Quashie 
identifies such limitations produced by an “equivalence between re-
sistance and blackness” that has become “practically unconscious” 
in the US and “the dominant expectation we have of black culture” 
(3). Indeed, the occasion of Irene’s recognition of Clare through her 
laughter presents a limit for this paradigmatic correlation of laughter, 
resistance, and Blackness. In wanting to explore laughter’s alternative 
capacities in Passing, I am not denying the possibility of laughter as re-
sistance, of course, yet I am asking what other possibilities avail them-
selves when we sit with the novel’s depiction of laughter a bit longer. 
For instance, laughter’s liminality—the fact that it is neither wholly 
interior nor wholly exterior—helps us better understand the relation-
ship between Irene and Clare from their initial encounter.

II.
Satisfaction and tranquility characterize much of Irene’s initial experi-
ence at the Drayton. Flush from a day’s shopping and failed attempts at 
chasing down a book for her son, Irene settles into a moment of quiet 
reflection at the rooftop restaurant in Chicago. This “pleasant” and 
“quiet” world remains “strangely remote from the sizzling” bustle of the 
city, and the tea she orders is “all that she had desired and expected” to 
the point that it slips from her mind as she sips it absent-mindedly and 
seemingly becomes one with her desire (176). While Irene’s thoughts 
wander, the reader gains valuable insight into her interior life—in par-
ticular a preference for satisfaction over the more evidently unattain-
able desires of her son Ted or her husband, Brian. Her “satisfyingly 
quiet” escape is disrupted by Clare’s arrival, as Irene becomes “acutely 
aware” of being watched and soon notices the woman’s “intense inter-
est” and unwavering stare. Despite her best efforts to ignore the look, 
“there rose in Irene a small inner disturbance, odious and hatefully fa-
miliar. She laughed softly, but her eyes flashed” (178). The measured 
tone of Irene’s soft laugh, a sudden but managed release in line with 
Freud’s relief theory of laughter, eases her suspicion that the cause for 
Clare’s scrutiny might be the perceptibility of her race. Irene answers 
her own doubt: “Absurd! Impossible! White people were so stupid 
about such things for all that they usually asserted that they were able 
to tell and by the most ridiculous means: fingernails, palms of hands, 
shapes of ears, teeth, and other equally silly rot” (178, emphasis added). 
Imagining herself in and apart from the situation, Irene attempts an 
objective stance through which she momentarily asserts its absurdity.7
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Irene’s awareness of Clare’s stare and her own feeling of being looked 
at invokes Du Boisian double-consciousness, and it is in relation to this 
perspective that the scene generates an ironic distance.8 Irene’s sense 
of the “odious and hatefully familiar” feeling of being watched empha-
sizes the affective and temporal dimensions of double consciousness—
that it concretizes via one’s awareness of a repetition (Larsen 178, 
emphasis added).9 Irene’s suggestion that this has happened before, 
in other words, highlights the performativity of this sense of being 
looked at. The scene, presented as Irene’s recollection, allows Larsen 
a formal complexity with which to consider the sensation, coming 
closer to what Brechtian scholar Elin Diamond calls “looking-at-being-
looked-at-ness” (89).10 Daphne Brooks’s concept “Afro-alienation acts” 
builds upon Diamond’s work to indicate the strategic performances of 
alienation within a Black literary and cultural tradition (5). By placing 
Irene within a scene of self-alienation (temporarily passing for white) 
in which she is then alienated once more by Clare’s unwavering stare, 
Larsen produces a situation and perspective that de-familiarizes the 
“ideological machinery” that structures the exchange of looks and 
thereby “call[s] attention to the hegemony of identity categories” in 
a way that more directly takes into account ideological constructions 
of race as a way to destabilize them (Brooks 5). Irene’s assessment of 
being watched, and her use of words like “absurd” and “ridiculous,” en-
courages readers to consider how ironic impasses structure the scene 
and provide something to laugh at.

Clare’s arrival at Irene’s table urges the narrative beyond the ironic 
capacities of double-consciousness, however, and offers an opportunity 
to witness what it might mean to laugh with. Irene is at first irritated by 
the arrival and later unnerved by the gaze of a strange woman, whom 
she incorrectly assumes is white given the context. Clare approaches 
Irene’s table and begins a conversation: “‘Pardon me,’ the woman said 
pleasantly, ‘but I think I know you.’ Her slightly husky voice held a du-
bious note” (179). The reference to a “dubious note” could be a refer-
ence to the ways in which the interaction reconsiders Du Bois’s popu-
lar concept. Although Irene initially feels watched, Clare’s uncertain, 
doubtful tone arrives with trepidation and an openness that does not 
typically characterize the objectifying telos of the gaze. Irene’s initial 
suspicion and anxiety, which are rooted in her assessment of looks, 
dissipates before the allure of a mouth: “There was no mistaking the 
friendliness of that smile or resisting its charm. Instantly she surren-
dered to it and smiled too” (179, emphasis added). Although Irene sur-
renders, there is no way of knowing to what she surrenders exactly; is it 
the smile itself, its friendliness, or its charm? The definite articles and 
references to “the friendliness” and “that smile” exist in tension with 
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the repeated use of “it,” complicating the legibility of the exchange be-
tween the two. It is this slight uncertainty that generates a moment 
and space for intimacy without surrendering it entirely to a reader. To 
read the exchange and Irene’s surrender asks for, as it does for Irene, a 
shift in orientation, our own “surrender” to what the text will not yield. 
In his chapter on the notion of surrender, both as a valence of “quiet” 
and the capacities of the interior, Quashie expands upon what he calls 
a “consciousness of surrender,” which “privileges the interior . . . [and] 
luxuriates in the wild possibilities that the interior offers” as an alter-
native to the publicness and anxiety demanded by Du Boisian double 
consciousness; surrender, he argues, offers a “remarkably different way 
to orient one’s self” (41). Surrender, including the ambiguity of Irene’s 
surrender to “it,” constitutes a powerful alternative to publicness de-
manded by double-consciousness.

Having surrendered to Clare’s smile, Irene struggles “vainly to recall 
where and when this woman could have known her,” yet she remains 
confounded by the woman’s enigmatic presence. Her thoughts run up 
against some elusive quality, “an intangible something, too vague to 
define, too remote to seize” yet which is still “very familiar” (180). Still 
stumbling through the awkwardness of a one-sided recognition, Irene 
attempts to speak and is interrupted by Clare’s laughter:

“Perhaps,” Irene began, “you—”

The woman laughed, a lovely laugh, a small sequence of notes 
that was like a trill and also like the ringing of a delicate bell 
fashioned of a precious metal, a tinkling. 

Irene drew a quick sharp breath. “Clare!” she exclaimed. “Not 
really Clare Kendry?” 

So great was her astonishment that she had started to rise. 
(180)

Not unlike the disorienting use of “its” in reference to the charming 
friendliness of Clare’s smile, this description of Clare’s laughter dis-
lodges any easily ascribed meaning. The description moves from a fac-
tual statement—“the woman laughed”—to a series of modifiers that 
exist in tense relation to one another. The “lovely laugh” is first a “se-
quence of notes,” which implies a linear sequence, and then also “like 
a trill,” a quality of sound produced by the overlapping (i.e., not en-
tirely sequential) frequencies that the rapid repetition of two alternat-
ing notes generates. The sequence, then, becomes a repetition, as the 
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notes double over themselves in the trill. In this description of move-
ment and sound coinciding, the references to “the ringing of a delicate 
bell” and finally “a tinkling” could refer to either the sound of a bell’s 
ringing or the act of one physically ringing a bell. 

Clare’s laughter is neither exclusively sonic nor bodily movement, 
yet a combination through which Irene perceives her presence. This 
laughter, both “like a trill and also like the ringing of a delicate bell,” 
emphasizes the sonic vibrations of an oscillatory movement—whether 
the rapid musical alternations of a trill or the back and forth swinging 
of a bell’s clapper to produce its characteristic ring. Yet such movement 
is not limited to Clare’s laughter. The expelling of breath by Clare’s 
laugh is taken in sharply by Irene, who is in the midst of standing as 
Clare moves to sit down. The sound and production of laughter, bodily 
movements, and exchanges of breath highlight how Irene and Clare 
move in sometimes parallel, sometimes contrapuntal relation. What 
compels Irene’s movement? Does Irene stand to leave or to meet Clare 
on equal footing, to get closer to the source of her laughter? Together, 
the movements and sounds could be said to constitute what Ashon 
Crawley calls a “choreosonic encounter” insofar as they produce a space 
in which neither the sonic nor the choreographic elements of their ex-
change stands alone as a privileged site for producing presence (23). 
Even Irene’s interrogative, “Not really Clare Kendry,” mirrors Clare’s 
own from earlier: “Don’t you know me? Not really, ‘Rene?” (180). The 
absence of a comma, however, changes the interrogative from reading 
as a directed address to an expression of wonder at the encounter. This 
might be interpreted as the vocalization of Irene’s own thoughts ring-
ing out, a grammatical shift that is as much an external question as it 
expresses an internal question she asks herself that escapes as vocal-
ized speech. Meanwhile, the past perfect “had started to rise” reflects 
an unconscious action that is only represented retrospectively as what 
had already begun, which in a sense better approximates the gram-
mar and tense of laughter.11 In what follows, I extend these thoughts 
on laughter to the rest of the novel, noting especially how Irene’s refer-
ences to Clare’s laughter navigate questions of belonging and intimacy. 

III.
Laughter, at least psychoanalytically, is often thought of as the release 
of repressed tensions, as the expression of one’s desire. If, following 
Deborah E. McDowell’s pivotal reading of Passing, the novel’s overt 
drama about racial passing functions as a cover for “the more danger-
ous story . . . of Irene’s awakening sexual desire for Clare,” then laugh-
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ter symbolically poses the threat of exposure (xxvi). Given that Irene’s 
fraught relationship to desire remains central to interpretations of 
the novel, it makes sense to trace her relationship to laughter as well. 
Whether a symbol for other erogenous parts of Clare’s body, or simply 
as the privileged site for the production of her laughter, Clare’s mouth 
in Passing garners much of Irene’s attention and has been identified 
by critics as an object of her desire. It is hard to miss the erotic under-
tones of Irene’s Petrarchan descriptions of Clare’s “tempting mouth,” 
with its “brilliant geranium-red” painted lips, which she calls a “scarlet 
flower against the ivory of her skin” upon first seeing her at the Drayton 
(Larsen 177; 190-1). McDowell’s discussion of the novel’s opening image 
of an envelope as “a metaphoric vagina” leads her to consider Irene’s 
focus on Clare’s flower-like mouth, triangulating a symbolic relation-
ship between envelope, mouth, and vagina (xvi). 

The mouth is also the privileged site associated with the production 
of laughter. Reminding us that the word mouth at once refers to the 
“opening itself” as well as the space on either side of it, Anca Parvulescu 
writes, “The mouth—inside, outside, and threshold—bears witness to 
the fact that the inside of the body is always also outside” (9). Laughter, 
which issues from such an indiscriminate site, is a simultaneously in-
ternal and external phenomenon that pivots on this imagined thresh-
old between bodily insides and outsides. This duality contributes to 
laughter’s notorious elusiveness, which perhaps explains the many 
descriptive qualifiers Larsen attaches to it (“tiny,” “ringing bell,” “deny-
ing,” etc.), as well as the different words that exist for types of laughter. 
One might recall the “queer little suppressed sound” Gertrude makes 
in response to Clare’s husband’s racist rant that Irene takes for either a 
“snort or a giggle” (202). The difference between a derisive snort and a 
reflexive giggle—and Irene’s inability to distinguish between the two—
signals the difficulty of interpreting laughter. 

How Irene and Clare laugh, as well as how each relates to laughter, 
characterizes each woman’s relationship to desire and sex. Consider 
Irene’s bourgeois aversion to her son gaining “queer ideas” by hear-
ing “dreadful jokes” about sex from his classmates—and her husband 
Brian’s response: “if sex isn’t a joke, what is it? And what is a joke?” 
(220). The conventional understanding of Brian’s response is to read it 
as evidence of both his dissatisfaction with their marriage and Irene’s 
penchant for propriety in all things.12 Irene’s response to Brian’s com-
ment about sex being a “grand joke” is both indirect, “As you please, 
Brian. He’s your son you know,” and delivered in a “clear, level, disap-
proving” tone (220). Again, one finds both presence and absence in her 
response; the question about the relationship between sex and jokes, 
or even what a joke is, remains unanswered, perhaps because to answer 
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such a question would come too close to answering something about 
the attraction of Clare’s laughter. To read the undercurrent of sexual 
politics in Passing, one must attend to this relationship between the 
eroticized dimensions of sex and jokes that Brian posits. 

As jokes are most commonly meant to elicit laughter, Irene’s aver-
sion to jokes about sex is as much about her discomfort with laughter 
and desire as it is about propriety. Indeed, the depiction of Irene’s and 
Clare’s individual relationship to laughter contributes to the broader 
positioning of them as “ideological strangers” (Brody 1054). Against 
the conservatism of Irene’s middle-class reservation, Clare appears as 
a desiring and outlandish foil whose comfort pursuing each of her de-
sires—her “having way”—disquiets Irene (Larsen 182). Irene’s fidelity 
to order and predictability stands in opposition to “the uncontrollable, 
the irrational, the unpredictable,” all of which are meant to character-
ize Clare (Kawash 157). Among the protagonists’ many traits, Passing 
juxtaposes Clare’s readiness to laugh openly with Irene’s tendency to 
laugh “softly” (if at all) as part of the latter’s general preference for tran-
quility, security, and quiet satisfaction.13 Irene’s preference for stasis, 
an extension and consequence of her middle-class sentiments, is why 
she reserves her social wit for mundane social gatherings among other 
members of the Black middle class and why she “secretly resent[s]” 
Clare’s familiarity with both her sons and especially her housekeepers, 
Sadie and Zulena: “[Clare] would descend to the kitchen and with—to 
Irene—an exasperating childlike lack of perception spend her visit in 
talk and merriment with Zulena and Sadie” (Larsen 238). If, as Claudia 
Tate suggests, “The real impetus for the story is Irene’s emotional tur-
bulence,” the difficulty of pinning down laughter and its potential dis-
ruptiveness helps mark not only Irene’s bourgeois aversion to “emo-
tional rapture” but also the “psychological ambiguity” that Tate argues 
undermines Irene’s reliability as a narrator (143-4).

Like Irene’s opinion of Clare choosing to laugh with Sadie and 
Zulena, oppositions between indecorous, childlike laughter and stan-
dards of civility position such laughter as an identifiable marker of the 
primitive exotic within modernist imaginings. Early twentieth-century 
primitivism generates racialized distinctions between (white) civili-
zation and (black) savagery founded on the presumptions of an “ab-
solute difference between human ‘types’ or species” in which white-
ness becomes the default for rational, developed, and restrained while 
Blackness is equated with “whatever is instinctual—the open expres-
sion of emotion and feelings rather than intellect” (Hall 243). Within 
these structuring presuppositions, the ascension of whiteness operates 
via the negation or neutralization of Black expression through its exag-
geration, which in this case includes laughter. Looking at the represen-
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tation of “African American laughter” in modernist literature by white 
writers specifically, Anca Parvulescu dilates the ways in which fantasies 
of “transgressive sexual impulse” were accompanied by “a fantasy of 
authentic, real, passional laughter” ascribed to an imagined premod-
ern subject (61). It is modernism’s passion for the real, an “impulse to 
search for what is imagined as a lost vital instinct” that produces a pre-
ponderance of fetishistic representations of Black people laughing, as 
the sign of some innate access to some lost knowledge (63). If Western 
maturity demands self-mastery of one’s impulses, whether sexual or 
laughter, then in the mind of modernist writers “the imagined return 
to one is also a return to the other,” linking laughter with the expression 
of repressed desires (61). 

The social context and discursive backdrop of early twentieth-cen-
tury urbanized spaces better connects Passing’s depiction of laughter 
to other facets of the novel that have received greater critical attention, 
such as race, sexuality, and desire. The juxtaposition of Irene’s bour-
geois sentiment and repressed desire with Clare’s more overt sensual-
ity pivots, in part, on white supremacist depictions of Black women as 
lascivious and hypersexual. As Hazel Carby argues, these characteriza-
tions garnered particular traction in the context of early twentieth-cen-
tury urbanization, in which an increase of Black women moving from 
rural to urban environments produced “discursive elements . . . that 
would define black female urban behavior throughout the teens and 
twenties as pathological” (740). This pathologizing occurred despite 
comparable patterns of consumerism and consumption between white 
and Black middle classes in the early twentieth century. While expres-
sions of sexual desire exhibited by the former were seen as a sign of 
the times and of a growing distinction from nineteenth-century ideas 
of femininity, such expression was strongly discouraged in the latter 
(Walker 168). Literary portrayals of middle-class Black women were 
enlisted in the service of racial uplift (as is Irene’s major social function 
in Passing) such that images of virtue, integrity, and control over desire 
became integral to a broader social project. At the heart of these con-
cerns and responses is a refusal of exoticizing portrayals of Blackness as 
instinctual. This, we will see, includes a renegotiation of the overdeter-
mined literary connection between laughter and exoticization. 

Larsen’s depiction of laughter is just one way she engages her early 
twentieth-century literary contemporaries’ troubling relationship to 
Black women’s bodies and sexuality.14 As McDowell and others have 
noted, Larsen wrote about “black female sexuality in a literary era 
that often sensationalized it and pandered to the stereotype of the 
primitive exotic” (xvi).15 Hazel Carby, summarizing the representa-
tional tightrope Larsen faced in choosing to tackle “both race and class                        
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. . . through the prism of black female sexuality,” indicates what was at 
stake for Larsen in writing her first novel, Quicksand, though her com-
ments readily apply to Passing as well:  

Larsen recognized that the repression of the sensual in Afro-
American fiction in response to the long history of exploita-
tion of black sexuality led to the repression of passion and 
the repression or denial of female sexuality and desire. But, 
of course, the representation of black female sexuality meant 
risking its definition as primitive and exotic within a racist so-
ciety . . . Racist sexual ideologies proclaimed the black woman 
to be a rampant sexual being, and in response black women 
writers either focused on defending their morality or displaced 
sexuality onto another terrain. (174)

On the one hand, laughter could easily be read as the symbolic place-
holder for unnamable, displaced sexual desires. On the other, laughter 
may be one way for Larsen to represent the enactment of these desires. 
Rather than reinforce the false binaries linking Black female sexual-
ity with exoticism, the presence of laughter during key moments of 
Passing allows Larsen to navigate these fraught connections. This is 
not simply a displacement in which laughter facilitates the covert rep-
resentation of repressed sexuality. To say so would be to too readily col-
lapse the two. Rather, the nuancing of laughter puts into relief the in-
terdictions limiting Black women’s intimacy and sociality, such as one 
finds between Irene and Clare, as well as the vastness of Irene’s interior 
life. If Larsen’s first two novels can be said to risk defamatory claims 
about Black female sexuality—and if a very specific notion of laughter 
at the time was treated as a surrogate for repressed impulses projected 
onto Black people—then we might better understand Larsen’s use of 
laughter as a sustained engagement with the limitations encountered 
by Black women in the world.

IV.
Laughter’s elusiveness proves essential to Larsen’s disruption of primi-
tivist tropes and to imagining the potential for intimacy between her 
protagonists. It is, after all, Clare’s white husband Bellew who “roar[s] 
with laughter” at his own racist joke about the incremental darkening 
of Clare’s skin, as well as his racist nickname for her (201). Arriving 
home to a tea party between Irene, Clare, and their friend Gertrude, 
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Bellew makes his remarks to three women he does not realize are all 
passing for white:

He roared with laughter. Clare’s ringing bell-like laugh joined 
his. Gertrude, after another uneasy shift in her seat, added 
her shrill one. Irene, who had been sitting with lips tightly 
compressed, cried out: “That’s good!” and gave way to gales 
of laughter. She laughed and laughed and laughed. Tears 
ran down her cheeks. Her sides ached. Her throat hurt. She 
laughed on and on and on, long after the others had subsided. 
Until, catching sight of Clare’s face, the need for a more quiet 
enjoyment of this priceless joke, and for caution, struck her. At 
once she stopped. (201)

Bellew’s vulgar comments set him laughing among three women he 
presumes are white. If there is a base animal instinct to be associated 
with laughter, Larsen defamiliarizes the popular trope of modernist lit-
erature by aligning Bellew’s laugh with a more animalistic “roar.” More 
than an inversion, the moment invites further consideration of laugh-
ter’s nuances. Each person laughs in different ways, and complex social 
dynamics inform how each person relates to one another’s laughter. 
Gertrude, as if playing the part of a reluctant bystander, joins in laugh-
ing uneasily. The reference to “Clare’s ringing bell-like laugh,” produces 
two possibilities: (1) that there is no difference from this laugh and 
the “ringing bell laugh” to which Irene makes repeated reference else-
where, or (2) that Clare’s laugh in this instance is only a simulation of 
what Irene has perceived to be the real thing. Because Irene cannot tell, 
and, in his obliviousness, neither can Bellew, both possibilities remain 
true, affording Clare and the “ringing bells” of her laughter the ability 
of occupying, or shuttling between, two places at once (189; 272).16

In this scene, Irene also shifts positions from being quiet to laugh-
ing quite loudly. She remains silent at first, showing that not laugh-
ing can be an option. “Unlaughter,” a term coined by Michael Billig 
and further explored by Moira Smith, helps us interpret Irene’s re-
sponse as “a display of not laughing when laughter might otherwise 
be expected, hoped for or demanded” (Billig 192).17 Smith discusses the 
ways in which provoking unlaughter helps maintain social boundar-
ies between dominant and marginalized groups. While not laughing 
can draw a personal social boundary, Smith considers how bonds be-
tween those who laugh together (often from a dominant position) may 
be strengthened rather than broken when confronted by unlaughter 
(often from a marginalized individual) and may go so far as to “deliber-
ately provoke” unlaughter, if desired, to further cement bonds and su-
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premacy of dominant groups (161). Considering this, one valence that 
makes Bellew’s brand of white male racist humor so appalling is not 
only how it conscripts those around him to either laugh or not laugh, 
but also that neither laughter nor unlaughter stands a chance at top-
pling his bombastic bellowing.18 The scene in Clare’s apartment illus-
trates how power relations affect the circulation of laughter in space 
as well as the limits of laughter as directly effective resistance. From 
Bellew’s perspective, the women “prove” their allegiance to him by 
laughing. His dominance assured, there is no incentive for Bellew to 
register anything further, and the scene thus exposes the limits of his 
unilateral perspective. Because he already thinks the laughter proves 
something, there is no reason for him to consider that there could be 
other reasons to laugh. Laughter is thus a way for Larsen to convey the 
realities of two worlds at once. The laughter in Passing, to paraphrase 
Rafael Walker, oscillates between the deformation and reformation of 
meaning, between the anxiety of Irene’s uncertainty concerning Clare’s 
laughter and the power of surrender.19

Finally, the scene imagines the possibility of purification: the purg-
ing of whiteness, which is affected by the “gales of laughter” that follow 
Irene’s initial reticence. Her outburst is neither a performed simulation 
nor a reluctant acquiescence to Bellew’s “joke.”20 Indeed, Irene laughs 
at a different joke entirely—in which it might be argued the laughter 
from Bellew is met by an extravagant laughter from below.21 Perhaps 
she laughs at Bellew’s arrogant white male naiveté (however danger-
ous that often proves to be). Perhaps in this instance Irene, like James 
Weldon Johnson’s ex-colored man, manages to “gather up all the little 
tragedies” that contribute to this situation in order to “turn them into 
a practical joke on society” (5). Yet, while Johnson’s ex-colored man 
seems confident about the parameters of his joke, Irene neither names 
the joke nor the cause of her laughter entirely when discussing the tea 
party later with Gertrude. “Maybe [Clare] thought we’d think it a good 
joke,” Gertrude offers, to which Irene responds, “Well, it was rather a 
joke . . . on him and us and maybe on her” (205). Irene’s uncertainty 
about the target of this joke is an extension of her uncertainty with 
regard to Clare’s loyalty to anyone but herself. It is also a moment in 
which she expresses the possibility that no one is fully in control of 
laughter. 

V.
This tension concerning Clare’s loyalties bristles beneath the surface 
of Clare and Irene’s discussion about Harlem’s growing appeal among 
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white urbanites. “What do they come for,” Clare asks, and Irene re-
sponds, “Same reason you’re here, to see Negroes” (229). When Clare 
presses Irene to provide a reason “why,” Irene goes on: “Various motives. 
. . . A few purely and frankly to enjoy themselves. Others to get material 
to turn into shekels. More, to gaze on these great and near great while 
they gaze on the Negroes” (229). The social economy Irene charts of 
culture vultures and celebrity spotters begins with a reference to whites 
whose reason for coming to Harlem is enjoyment, who believe that it 
can be achieved “purely and frankly” in Harlem, as if Harlem and its in-
habitants held some secret. The entertainment industry, which treats 
Harlem as a resource to be extracted for profit, also benefits from such 
a perspective, looking to export some ineffable quality to those unable 
to experience Harlem in person. The order of motives that Irene lists 
works such that the presence of Black people recedes, as actual people 
are displaced and made into objects to be gazed upon in order to satisfy 
white desires for enjoyment.

Clare’s plea to be invited to the Negro Welfare League dance troubles 
an easy collapsing of seeing and objectification: “You don’t know, you 
can’t realize how I want to see Negroes, to be with them again, to talk 
with them, to hear them laugh” (231). In the context of their discus-
sion, it is easy to malign Clare’s wish to hear Black people laugh, to see 
it, according to Brian Carr, as evidence of “Clare’s extimate relation to 
the race” (293, original emphasis). Even as Clare un-ironically repeats 
the phrase “to see Negroes,” her use of “how” insists on nuancing the 
power of looking so that not every instance of looking constitutes an 
objectification but instead looks to share in the intimacies otherwise 
severed by the violence of objectification. The order Clare presents, 
from seeing to hearing, reverses the displacement enacted by the white 
subjects of their conversation, as her repetition of “with” emphasizes a 
desire for intimacy that apexes in hearing laughter. Their conversation 
speaks through the dynamics of looking, hearing, and surrender played 
out during their initial interaction at the Drayton, and Irene once more 
finds something starkly familiar in Clare’s “groping . . . hopeless . . . 
yet absolutely determined” appearance, which the narrator says mir-
rors the “futile searching and the firm resolution in Irene’s own soul” 
(Larsen 231). Irene relents, which the narration conveys in three simple 
words: “She gave in” (231).

 Offset as its own three-word paragraph, the words “she gave in” 
signal one of the moments in which Irene surrenders, though pre-
cisely to what remains unstated. The commonsense interpretation is 
that Irene paternalistically gives in to Clare’s persistence, much in the 
way a parent would give in to the requests of a child. Passing’s charac-
teristically ambiguous and elusive syntax invites further consideration 



Diego A. Millan

120

beyond the immediate colloquial understanding of acquiescence.22 
The phrase “she gave in” does not offer an object to orient Irene’s 
action. That she gives in to Clare’s wishes is, of course, implied, but 
the absence of a prepositional “to” means “in” does not so readily func-
tion as an adverb, leaving the moment of Irene’s surrender innocently 
inconclusive within an exchange that has already disrupted notions of 
objectification. Another possible interpretation is that Irene not only 
gives in to Clare’s persistence, but also, insofar as Clare’s striving re-
sembles Irene’s own, Irene surrenders to her own desires as well. These 
desires exceed their consolidation in the figure of Clare, and Irene can 
be said to both give in to and into her own wishes.

“The interior is expansive, voluptuous, creative,” writes Quashie, 
“impulsive and dangerous, it is not subject to one’s control but instead 
has to be taken on its own terms” (21). In Passing, laughter, laughing, 
and even discussions that refer to laughter communicate quite a bit, 
but it is just as much about what laughter refuses to yield that matters 
to Larsen’s representation of the intimacies between women and of a 
woman’s intimacy with herself. What this study asks us to consider, 
ironically, are the moments of quiet that persist out loud. Laughter 
breaks down the binary between interior and exterior, not in order to 
dismiss it entirely, but rather to envision alternate modes of relation-
ality, moments of intimacy that may or may not be shared yet never-
theless resound. The interior’s demand to be “taken on its own terms” 
arrives not unlike laughter and not unlike Clare Kendry’s envelope de-
scribed in the novel’s opening pages. Neither bears a “return address to 
betray the sender,” and only asks if you will surrender to what’s inside 
(Larsen 171).

Notes
1. See, for instance, Deborah E. McDowell’s highly influential introduction 
to Larsen’s works. Additionally, David Blackmore extends a reading of same-
sex desire to Irene’s husband Brian as well. See “‘That Unreasonable Restless 
Feeling’: The Homosexual Subtexts of Nella Larsen’s Passing.” African American 
Review, vol. 26, no. 3, Autumn 1992, pp. 475-84. On the inextricable ways racism 
and sexism operate, see Cheryl A. Wall, Women of the Harlem Renaissance. 
Indiana UP, 1995. On Irene’s unreliable narration and the problems of interpre-
tation, see Claudia Tate, “Nella Larsen’s Passing: A Problem of Interpretation,” 
Black American Literature Forum, vol. 14, no. 4, Winter 1980, pp. 142-46. For 
more work building on Passing and the difficulties of interpretation, see Brian 
Carr’s analysis of the novel and paranoid interpretive tendencies in “Paranoid 
Interpretation, Desire’s Nonobject, and Nella Larsen’s Passing,” PMLA, vol. 119,  
no. 2, Mar. 2004, pp. 282-295.
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2. Rafael Walker builds on the extensive literature concerning Black women’s 
desire and attends to the “frustrated desire” in Larsen’s writing by focusing par-
ticularly on how her biracial protagonists navigate hegemonic racial, sexual, 
and class structures—which, he convincingly argues, consistently erase or il-
legitimate their desires. Walker considers how Freud’s theorization of identi-
fication conditions desire’s legibility, arguing that a “polarized world wired to 
see race as a principal determinant of identity . . . leaves biracial individuals 
without a compass to orient their expectations and desires, and thereby ren-
ders them incapable of conceiving of a path toward self-realization” (171). Class 
critiques of the novel note the ways in which Irene’s desires are often expressed 
vis-à-vis her middle-class aspirations. They highlight how Irene’s “attempt[s] 
to approximate norms of whiteness” align with a desire for whiteness as synon-
ymous with bourgeois standards as expressions of a “desire-to-be a viable and 
accepted subject in the United States” (Rottenberg 444). Thadious Davis calls 
Passing a “study in the psychology of a black woman committed to middle-
class values and ideals” (308-9).

3. See for example Gertrude Stein’s “Melanctha”; Sherwood Anderson’s Dark 
Laughter; and, perhaps most relevant to Larsen, Carl Van Vechten’s Nigger 
Heaven, which drew significant criticism (and some praise) from several writ-
ers of the Harlem Renaissance for both its title and its negative portrayal of the 
Black community in Harlem.

4. Henry Louis Gates Jr.’s concept of “signifyin(g),” for instance, directs us to the 
many mechanisms of humor, such as wordplay, misdirection, and inversion to 
demonstrate the power of Black vernacular traditions.

5. Joseph Boskin has done much to present the relationship between humor 
and the civil rights movement in his 1988 book, Sambo: The Rise and Demise 
of an American Jester. In it, he also notes how many notable works on Black 
humor appeared at the time, such as Langston Hughes’s The Book of Negro 
Humor (1966) and Philip Sterling’s Laughing on the Outside (1965).

6. Of course, a broader discussion of the subversive capacities of humor and 
laughter lie beyond the scope of this study. Jacqueline A. Bussie’s The Laughter 
of the Oppressed, for instance, considers the intersections between laugh-
ter and Christian theology through the experiences of Holocaust survivors 
through Elie Wiesel’s Gates of the Forest, African Americans through Toni 
Morrison’s Beloved, and Christians in Japan through Shusaku Endo’s Silence.

7. Insofar as Irene laughs at the situation in which she finds herself, the 
moment is consonant with Charles Baudelaire’s “laughing philosopher” thesis, 
his argument that a “rapid self-division” and ability to laugh at oneself gener-
ates insights concerning the contradictions of existence. However, Baudelaire’s 
suggestion that the laughing philosopher acquires the power of “a disinterest-
ed spectator at the phenomena of his own ego” overstates a belief in objectivity 
that fails to account for material conditions and, as result, does not hold for 
Irene during the situation at the Drayton in which the very real threat of expul-
sion remains present (141).
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8. Such a scene must have been on the mind of one anonymous reviewer for the 
New York Sun, who wrote of “that double consciousness which torments the 
half-caste the world over” (“The Dilemma of Mixed Race” 88).

9. Many thanks to Sandy Alexandre for reading an earlier draft of this essay and 
for thinking with me about Du Bois and temporality.

10. Diamond discusses Brechtian alienation in the context of the “Gestus,” 
which names the elements of a scene that work together such that “the social 
attitudes encoded in the playtext become visible to the spectator” and, thus, 
available for critique. She cites the “not, but” as Brecht’s name for the persua-
sive manner in which an actor performs an action such that all other alternative 
possibilities can be inferred in relation to the one action taken: “The Brechtian 
‘not, but’ is the theatrical and theoretical analog to the subversiveness of sexual 
difference,” Diamond writes, “because it allows us to imagine the deconstruc-
tion of gender—and all other—representations” (86).

11. The act of standing might even be read as a symbolic erection. Alenka 
Zupancic’s reading of Lacanian castration as it applies to her analysis of 
comedy is helpful here: “Castration is not simply an amputation of enjoyment, 
but precisely its emergence in the form of an appendix, that is, in the form of 
something that belongs to the subject in an essential, yet not immediate way” 
(192). She offers the image of an errant erection and “its not-always-predictable 
ups and downs” as the “anatomical peculiarity” that clarifies Lacan’s use of 
“phallus” as “the signifier of castration” (201).

12. David L. Blackmore, arguing that Brian’s dissatisfaction is evidence of a 
latent same-sex desire, suggests that “Sexually, their marriage is in fact noth-
ing but a joke” (477).

13. The narrative also qualifies sounds, giving them a kind of textuality one can 
almost feel—Clare’s “husky” voice or the “tinkle” of her laugh, for instance. 
From Irene’s perspective, Clare straddles a broad vocal range, as the ability to 
move imperceptibly along a scale from lower-voiced “husky” to ringing-bell 
laugh offers an ironic double-meaning of both pitch and tone as sonic met-
aphors for Clare’s desired and usually untroubled mobility through space in 
both body and sound.

14. In From Fetish to Subject: Race, Modernism, and Primitivism, 1919-1935, Carole 
Sweeney explores this broader triangulation between race, modernism(s), and 
primitivism, complicating the standard narrative of primitivism’s complicity 
with colonialist fantasy and racial ideology to show the ways in which later 
formulations enact more serious, intentional examinations of difference.

15. Amelia Defalco’s reading of Quicksand, for instance, notes how this con-
text constitutes the scene of Helga Crane’s frustrations: “Much of Helga’s psy-
chological torment and restlessness can be understood as repercussions of a 
history of primitivist assumptions operating in medical, artistic, and popular 
discourse that work to turn the black female body into a fetish, a grotesque 
convergence of pathology and hyperbolic, animalistic sexuality” (20).



South Atlantic Review

123

16. Notably, the plural “ringing bells” only appears twice in the text, and both 
instances imply Irene’s sense that Clare’s laughter is saying more than it lets 
on. The first instance follows Clare’s story of being raised by white aunts who 
forced her to pass and identify as white: “She laughed and the ringing bells 
in her laugh had a hard metallic sound” (189). The second reference follows 
Clare’s fatal fall from a window and rounds out Irene’s final description of 
Clare: “Gone! The soft white face, the bright hair, the disturbing scarlet mouth, 
the dreaming eyes, the caressing smile, the whole torturing loveliness that had 
been Clare Kendry. That beauty that had torn at Irene’s placid life. Gone! The 
mocking daring, the gallantry of her pose, the ringing bells of her laughter” 
(272).

17. In this, unlaughter differs from the simple absence of laughter, which char-
acterizes most everyday activities.

18. Judith Butler interprets the “symbolic racialization” such bellowing accom-
plishes in the novel’s final scene, bellowing she reads as organized by a “phalli-
cism that is centrally sustained by racial anxiety and sexualized rituals of racial 
purification” (137).

19. According to Walker, “oscillatory biraciality” denotes an individual’s re-
peated shuttling “between one side of the color line and the other in a way that 
seriously undermines its integrity as an ideological system” (180).

20. Irene’s “gales of laughter” might also be a sly reference to Ernest Hemingway’s 
1926 novella Torrents of Spring: A Romantic Novel in Honor of the Passing of 
a Great Race, which was a general send up of literary pretentiousness and a 
direct parody of Sherwood Anderson’s Dark Laughter.

21. I use the word “extravagant” in reference to Ralph Ellison’s 1986 essay “An 
Extravagance of Laughter,” in which he describes his own similar moment of 
laughter. “Brother, the blackness of Afro-American ‘black humor’ is not black,” 
he writes, “it is tragically human and finds its source and object in the notion 
of ‘whiteness’ . . .” (178).

22. Rafael Walker raises a similar consideration of Larsen’s syntactical flexibil-
ity in his discussion of Larsen’s use of “free” versus “free of” (181).
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Parent Trap: Circumventing Adulthood 
with Play in Nella Larsen’s Passing

Jericho Williams 

Like a sealed, airtight tomb, or perhaps a CAT Scan gone awry, Nella 
Larsen’s Passing slowly suffocates present-day readers with the 

social issues from the 1920s until a final, ambiguous moment of re-
lease. In its delineation of the tension related to the color line separat-
ing African Americans and whites during the Harlem Renaissance in 
New York, the novel, while rarely comfortable, remains moving and 
powerful. Larsen’s tumultuous vision of the collision of two women, 
Irene Redfield and Clare Bellew, exposes the limitations of passing and 
concealing central facets of the self to maintain one’s status. The novel 
also interrogates the concept of passing as it relates to gender, sexuality, 
and class identity—one of the principal reasons for Passing’s richness 
and status as a unique and now classic Modernist text. This essay dis-
cusses motherhood, one additional layer of passing in Larsen’s novel 
heretofore mentioned as an ancillary detail to one of the other forms. 
Motherhood consists of the evolving relationships between mothers 
and children and the immense responsibilities and societal expecta-
tions associated with childrearing. Since Passing’s readers often first 
encounter the novel at the college level, Larsen’s exploration of the 
pressures of parenting offers a valuable discussion topic, especially as 
these pressures interrelate with the story’s other concerns. Passing re-
veals that in conjunction with other struggles, parenting can become 
overwhelming and can birth survival mechanisms that threaten to 
harm adults and their children. In constrained social situations, adults 
pass as upstanding parents while quietly suffering in ways that oppress 
and eat at their identities separate from their children. As in the cases 
of other forms of oppression in Passing, Larsen peers closely at and 
warns readers through the plights of Irene and Clare, two women who 
bear a disproportionate responsibility for their children and who feel 
overcome by their parenting responsibilities. In both situations, Irene 
and Clare insulate themselves from their husbands and children, con-
fiding secrets to each other that might otherwise signal distress in a 
public arena. Periodically, in stark contrast to their struggles, Larsen 
intersperses brief, joyous moments of play that allude to unfulfilled 
possibilities. If Irene’s and Clare’s separate failures as mothers occur 
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for different reasons, they either intrude upon, in the case of Irene, or 
temporarily embody, in the case of Clare, behaviors that hint toward 
more fulfilling, carefree lives.   

Nella Larsen and Childhood
Nella Larsen’s childhood and early career framed the way she thought 
about children. Born in 1891 in Chicago to a black West Indian father 
and a white Danish mother, Larsen became the lone biracial child in 
her family after the loss of her father, her mother’s remarriage to a white 
Danish man, and the subsequent birth of a white sister. In the pro-
cess of rebuilding her family, Larsen’s mother would sometimes deny 
giving birth to Larsen, and her stepfather sought to keep his distance 
(Davis, Nella 49). In 1907, Larsen’s parents sent her to Fisk University, 
a prominent liberal arts college for African Americans. Her stint there, 
however, concluded abruptly at the end of her first year following her 
involvement “in a student rebellion against dress codes and social re-
strictions” (Hutchison 6). Upon leaving Fisk, Larsen’s first relocation 
from a largely white world to a historically black university, Larsen re-
versed course when she moved on to Copenhagen, Denmark, where 
she lived with some of her mother’s relatives for three years. When 
Larsen returned to the United States, she worked briefly at Alabama’s 
Tuskegee Institute Training School as a head nurse in 1915 and became 
disillusioned with oppressive class-based values and the emphasis on 
social status associated with the school, which she would later satirize 
as Naxos in her first novel, Quicksand (Davis, Nella 106). 

A return to New York led to Larsen’s marriage in 1919 and two trail-
blazing novels by the end of the 1920s, yet she composed her first writ-
ings for a children’s audience. In June and July of 1920, she published 
two pieces of writing in The Brownies’ Book, the first magazine created 
for African American children, and joined the company of other prom-
inent contributing writers such as James Weldon Johnson, Georgia 
Douglas Johnson, and Langston Hughes (Davis, Nella 137). Larsen’s ar-
ticles contain a total of six Scandinavian children’s games and five rid-
dles over the course of two separate issues. In January of 1922, Larsen 
gave up nursing for a part-time position at the New York Public Library, 
which enabled her more time to read at a time when she may have 
been considering becoming a novelist (Hutchison 139). Partly because 
of her success with The Brownie Book publications, Larsen gravitated 
toward working as a children’s librarian, and children’s literature would 
become an important reference point for her (Hutchison 158-59). It of-
fered both an escape and a sense of purpose for a curious social outcast.
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Although she did not have children of her own, Larsen thought 
about them extensively, especially in light of the contrast between her 
background and her husband’s. Alongside Zora Neale Hurston, Larsen 
made her own way despite difficulties related to her mixed heritage 
and class (Davis, Nella 148). Although her husband, Dr. Elmer Imes, 
a well-known physicist, maintained close ties with the Harlem elite, 
Larsen remained an outsider who sometimes struggled with her hus-
band’s connections. She would write about women’s struggles in both 
Quicksand, which concludes with a dissatisfied woman trapped in 
marriage and sentenced to childrearing, and Passing, where she would 
explore the function of the overbearing responsibilities of motherhood 
in limiting women’s fulfillment. 

The Pressures of Helicopter Parenting
Larsen’s personal experiences with race and relationship troubles in-
formed the creation of Irene Redfield in Passing, one of two women 
caught amid an “old-fashioned tale of jealousy, infidelity, and marital 
disintegration” (Larson xv). Neil Sullivan notes that the story “repre-
sents symbolically the reality that Larsen knew in 1929” (383). A year 
before, Larsen had published Quicksand, her only other novel and the 
story of a biracial woman repeatedly disappointed in her search for 
home in a host of different places and who learns that racism is “the 
main connective link” among all of them (Phipps 153). Concurrently, 
Larsen’s marriage was crumbling and would end a few years later in 
1933. Like Larsen, Irene occasionally felt confined in a relationship with 
her respectable husband. However, Larsen imagined an even more 
complicated scenario for her fictional counterpart by saddling her with 
the additional pressure of rearing two children.   

Passing’s first chapter grounds the mystery of Irene and Clare’s re-
lationship in childhood memories; it begins with a troubling scene 
that reveals Irene’s subconscious sensitivity to her childhood. Rifling 
through her morning mail, she notices an odd letter that bears simi-
larities to one she received a couple years before from Clare Kendry, a 
former classmate. Immediately, she “dislike[s] the idea of opening and 
reading it” (5). From the vantage point of an adult, Irene remembers 
Clare as a “selfish, and cold, and hard” child, a byproduct of parental 
neglect (6). She recalls her friend’s troubled childhood and the impact 
of Clare’s father’s death after a bar fight gone wrong. Larsen writes that 
the fifteen-year-old Clare stared at her father’s corpse, emotionally 
frozen and closed off until one “torrent of weeping” swept through her 
quickly, vanishing as abruptly as it appeared (6). She contemplates the 
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shocking loss of Clare’s father and the formation of Clare’s resulting 
toughness, which contrasts with Irene’s more refined sensibility. This 
sympathy for Clare nudges her to open the letter despite the feeling of 
embarrassment that still lingers from their meeting two years before 
in Chicago. 

While away from her home in New York at that time, Irene unex-
pectedly crosses paths with Clare during an out-of-town shopping ex-
cursion for her two small children—Brian Junior and Theodore (Ted). 
Passing as a white woman, Clare approaches Irene, although the latter 
does not immediately recognize her. Moments later, Irene realizes that 
twelve years have elapsed since she last encountered her former class-
mate. Before they begin talking, Irene considers how much she once 
fretted about Clare. She recalls the various relatives that housed Clare 
after her father passed and her mother’s comments about Clare’s pro-
gressively poor appearance during each of her annual visits until the 
girl finally disappeared altogether. The negativity and disruption Irene 
associates with Clare’s past leave a gaping divide in understanding how 
her childhood memory of Clare could align with the modern Clare, 
who has morphed into a “lovely creature” passing as white (12). Their 
first conversation hovers around their childhoods and Irene continu-
ally re-experiences and reassesses her earlier assumptions about Clare 
from an adult’s perspective. As other scholars have noted, these long-
lasting memories about Clare not only emotionally entangle Irene, but 
they also intermix with her more recent feelings of desire. Most nota-
bly, Deborah McDowell has argued that amid the emotional absences 
that Irene and Clare experience throughout the story, Larsen “flirt[s], 
if only by suggestion, with the idea of a lesbian relationship between 
them” (xxiii). Bimon Basu adds that in addition to its portrayal of les-
bian attraction, the novel also “presents a performance of masochistic 
desire” grounded in the fears of the repercussions of a racist, homo-
phobic society (384). McDowell’s and Basu’s readings remain convinc-
ing in separate ways, and they both point to the heavy social pressures 
bearing down on Irene and Clare—pressures that correlate directly 
with the childhoods of their past and childrearing of the present. 

In the novel’s second section, Irene returns to New York and Larsen 
positions her as the sensible parental guidepost in contrast to her hus-
band Brian, whose periodic restlessness and craving for “some place 
strange and different” brings about conflict (35). Among many of her 
roles within the context of her family, Irene is an adhesive holding 
everyone together. She embodies control, order, and influence in the 
realm of family life, even in the face of personal dissatisfaction and 
to the detriment of her health. On the surface, Irene appears as what 
present-day readers might discern as a helicopter parent, or someone 
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whose parenting style appears more “hovering than hands-off” and 
established in the belief that allowing children too many choices too 
soon can lead to disastrous results (Fass 237). Although helicopter par-
enting is a more recent designation from the past fifty years, long after 
Passing’s publication, and a phrase that has become more prevalent 
during the past decade, it describes an approach to childrearing par-
tially rooted in the fear of insufficient futures and the need to minimize 
risk. The concept assists modern readers in understanding Irene’s di-
lemma, while it also raises questions about the social pressures that 
encouraged Irene to mirror the behavior of a helicopter parent long 
before its rise to cultural prominence. Her parenting style remains 
unquestioned as well as foundationally intertwined with the unspo-
ken pressures of racism, however, until Clare walks into her life and 
threatens it. At its core, Passing asks readers to ponder what it means 
to be an African American woman attempting “to define domesticity 
with and against white middle-class models” (Wilson 984). This con-
cern morphs into Irene’s raising children to attain respectability within 
a country that predetermines their social value and situates them at 
greater odds than their peers. The degree to which Irene strives to 
maintain appearances and to provide what she imagines might be the 
best opportunity for Brian Junior and Ted becomes overwhelming. 
Because of her stealth, inwardness, and determination to maintain her 
composure, readers sense that the drive to provide the best foundation 
for her children’s later lives defines a significant part of Irene’s identity.

In conveying Irene’s strong desire to protect her children, Larsen 
seizes upon concerns other authors expressed about the influence of 
adult behaviors and values on children in the early twentieth century, 
but particularly throughout the Jazz Age and the Harlem Renaissance 
during the 1920s. In 1900, psychologist William James described chil-
dren as “little pieces of associating machinery” whose “education con-
sists in organizing within them determinate tendencies to associate 
one thing with another—impressions with consequences, these with 
reactions, those with results, and so on indefinitely” (57). In express-
ing this idea, James may have drawn from discussions with his brother 
Henry, whose What Maisie Knew (1897) illustrates how “a small unself-
ish girl” named Maisie becomes a victim of selfish parents who treat 
her as a pawn after a bitter divorce (Theroux 7). In one instance, James 
writes that for Maisie, “parents had come to seem vague, but govern-
esses were evidently to be trusted” (59). Edith Wharton, James’s close 
friend and successor in psychological realism, would also rail against 
the destructive nature of adult behavior on children in The Glimpses 
of the Moon (1922) and The Children (1928). In each of these novels, 
parents completely forsake childrearing to pursue social gatherings 
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and new or extramarital relationships, and Wharton implies that their 
waning interest in their children may wreak havoc upon the next gen-
eration.1 However, Larsen stresses how an overbearing interest in her 
children affects Irene, whose carefulness and attempts to orchestrate 
and monitor her children’s experiences direct her own choices, which 
in turn inform and then come to dominate her personality.

Like the writings of William and Henry James, Irene believes that 
her children absorb the behaviors that she and Brian display; conse-
quently, providing direction and guidance via controlled propriety is 
of the utmost importance. However, her strictness in setting behav-
ioral norms elicits her husband’s ridicule. Just after she returns to New 
York, for example, she curses aloud while thinking about Clare’s dis-
ingenuousness, right as Brian walks in. Brian replies, “Aha! Swearing 
again, are you, madam? Caught you in the act that time. . . . And what 
brought on this particular outburst of profanity? . . . The mother of 
sons too! The times, alas, the times!” (36-37). His sarcasm not only un-
dermines the seriousness with which she approaches motherhood, but 
it also presents a minefield. In trying to appease Brian and her children 
and by attempting to hoist and stabilize them upon her shoulders as a 
functional family unit, the stressed Irene has no form of release. At any 
instance of conflict, she recedes into herself, grasping at stability and 
security with a “cold, hard, exploitative, and manipulative determi-
nation” (McDowell xxv). Whenever she emerges, she falls back on an 
idealistic conception of Brian, the boys, and herself as a stable, upper 
middle-class family respectable enough to shine among Harlem’s elite, 
a vision she relentlessly pursues. Despite Brian’s well-known longing 
to move elsewhere, Irene tells herself that the family benefits from her 
resolve: “Couldn’t he see, even now, that it had been best? Not for her, 
oh no, not for her—she had never really considered herself—but for 
him and the boys?” (40). As long as her husband appears successful 
and fulfills his roles as provider and father, Irene strives to pass as a 
parent in full control. She copes with the looming disappointments 
and pressures associated with motherhood to the detriment of her and 
Brian’s relationship.   

One key conversation with Brian about their sons details the extent 
to which Irene’s approach to parenting attempts to smooth over a major 
conflict with her husband. As part of Irene’s mission to maintain the 
status quo, she plans to have a serious conversation with Brian about 
sending their oldest son, Brian Junior, to a European boarding school. 
She sees the school as a way to put off her son’s sexual education for a 
time, and she also imagines the potential change as a way for her hus-
band to satisfy his longings for travel, thereby accomplishing two goals 
with one collective decision. However, when she begins to introduce 
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the idea to her husband, Irene miscalculates by sharing her worries 
about Brian Junior learning about sex at his young age before bringing 
up his education. Brian revolts against her concern by angrily admon-
ishing her, “Well, what of it? If sex isn’t a joke, what is it? . . . you’re 
trying to make a molly-coddle out of him . . . The sooner and the more 
he learns about sex, the better for him. And most certainly if he learns 
that it’s a grand joke, the greatest in the world. It’ll keep him from lots 
of disappointments later on” (42). Brian’s reprimand exposes the hol-
lowness of their own relationship, something Irene fails to see because 
she remains confident in her expectations of him and their primary 
roles as parents. Beyond her understanding of what the family should 
be and everyone’s ideal place, Irene remains blind. Larsen writes,            
“ . . . all other plans, all other ways, she regarded as menaces, more or 
less indirect, to that security of place and substance which she insisted 
upon for her sons and in a lesser degree for herself” (43). By vividly 
exposing how the pressures of social positioning and upward mobility 
can shape lifestyle choices in conjunction with race, Passing articu-
lates racism’s domino effect in various realms of American life. Just as 
passing as white represents one type of survival mechanism in a highly 
racist society, Larsen suggests passing as a parent in control of one’s 
family within a prescribed social milieu proffers another.

Following the disagreement with Brian, Irene’s method of control-
ling her family begins to crumble and collapses during Passing’s third 
and final section, when her certainty of Brian’s actions begins to evapo-
rate. At first, Irene notices that Brian is more withdrawn while alone 
and harsher in the presence of the boys. Angrier, prone to outbursts, 
and lacking the “gently sarcastic remarks that [normally] constitute his 
idea of discipline for them,” he appears weary of his role as a father (60). 
This deeply disconcerts Irene, who depends minimally on his pres-
ence to project at least the facade of a successful, upper class African 
American family. More puzzlingly, though, Brian acts uncharacteristi-
cally considerate around Irene, which destabilizes her. He speaks with-
out an edge or sarcasm and manages to keep at a distance. Sensing 
trouble, Irene struggles to sleep during nights filled with “questionings 
and premonitions” and days of dread about the pressure that her hus-
band’s distance from the family causes (60). 

Irene’s worries amplify to a dangerous level in a tense scene after 
she realizes that Brian has invited Clare to a tea party. She tries to sup-
press her feelings by avoiding thoughts about the potential meaning 
of this surprise, yet while she interacts with others, the pressure con-
tinues to mount. Some time passes, and then someone asks her about 
the boys. She thinks, “The boys! For once she’d forgotten about them!” 
(65). Larsen punctuates Irene’s spiraling decline by calling attention to 
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the boys finally being both out of sight and out of mind. Then, a spell 
overcomes the room: “The ripple of talk flowed on. The fire roared. The 
shadows stretched longer” (65). All the while, Irene mulls the possibil-
ity of her husband’s affair with Clare. Her thoughts later return to her 
children, and she ponders how this new predicament might affect her 
control over them. Irene oscillates from feelings of respite when she 
thinks about the boys to despair when she tries to imagine their lives 
separate from Brian. This scene is also pivotal because it foreshadows 
her breakdown at the novel’s conclusion. Though Irene remains quiet, 
Larsen writes, “Rage boiled up in her” (66). She manages to subdue her 
anger and to consider how she might continue if Brian and Clare were 
to be romantically involved. 

In the weeks after the party, Irene struggles with the pressures of 
motherhood, and to convey the great amount of tension she feels, 
Larsen closes the novel with Irene fainting in the final scene. Some 
readers view this conclusion as a manifestation of Larsen’s struggle to 
present Irene in a three-dimensional manner for readers with limited 
understandings or negative associations about African American life 
during her era. Stephen Knadler, for example, argues that Larsen’s 
principal dilemma was to determine “how to code a transgressive, 
undocile black female body without re-inscribing it within . . . the 
equally tyrannical subjectivity of the tabloid’s jealous ‘woman with 
knives’” (108). However, Larsen very deliberately portrays Irene’s vio-
lent thoughts toward Clare. With her family’s way of life at stake, she 
calculates different possibilities. She hopes that Clare and her hus-
band John “Jack” Bellew will soon leave New York or that Jack might 
find out about Clare’s passing, which might bring about some sort of 
change that would protect Brian and the boys. As a last-ditch hope 
in the midst of desperation, she even wishes harm upon Clare’s child 
Margery as a means to extricate Clare from ruining her marriage with 
Brian: “[Anything] that would remove Clare. Anything. She didn’t care 
what. Not even if it were Clare’s Margery were ill, or dying” (69). Larsen 
details how the great pressure to appear as an ideal mother binding 
together an upstanding family may, at its extreme end, necessitate 
harmful feelings toward other children. A chance meeting with Jack 
provides Irene a needed opportunity to undermine Clare’s potential 
obliteration of her family. The scene, in which Jack sees Irene with her 
African American friend, realizes her race, and becomes more inter-
ested in his wife’s affairs, which subsequently leads to his discovery of 
his wife’s identity, calls for Clare to simply remain silent. It unfolds not 
long after a skirmish with Brian where Irene chastises her husband for 
sharing an account of a lynching incident from the newspapers with 
Brian Junior and Ted. Defending her position, Irene says, “I want their 
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childhood to be happy and as free from the knowledge of such things 
as it can possibly be” (73). Withholding information, Irene implies, can 
be a way to protect her children, and it proves to be the route to dis-
posing of Clare when her friend threatens her family. By not inform-
ing Clare about seeing John, Irene enables a situation that culminates 
in Clare’s dramatic surprise just before her death. Clasping tightly to 
security for her boys, Irene remains quiet until taking part—psycho-
logically or possibly even literally—in Clare’s death. A horrified Irene 
faints as Clare falls to her demise, but as disturbing as the novel’s final 
scene may be, it is the only foolproof way to ensure that Clare will not 
undermine Irene’s vision of being a successful mother. Despite the 
past history of empathy, conflict, or attraction that may exist between 
Clare and Irene, Larsen implies that Irene’s burden of responsibility to 
her children and her desire to maintain the appearance of an upright 
family triumph in the present. 

Escaping the Burden of the Child 
Clare Kendry’s unstable childhood represents everything that Irene 
fears for her children, and its consequences shape Clare’s identity as 
an adult and a parent. Following the deaths of her parents during her 
teenage years, Clare learns to act independently and to fend for herself. 
Larsen presents her past circumstances largely through Irene’s biased 
point of view, which interprets the childhood Clare as constantly at 
risk. Irene recalls the younger Clare as “always stepping on the edge 
of danger . . . always aware, but not drawing back or turning aside,” 
both fearless and driven (5). Coarsened as a result, the “catlike” Clare, 
“selfish, cold, and hard” and capable of “fight[ing] with a ferocity and 
impetuousness,” matures while resisting forces that seek to contain or 
redirect her (6). After her parents’ death, for example, she lives with a 
succession of white aunts who, embarrassed by Clare’s biracial identity, 
prevent her from interacting with other African American children or 
adults. During this traumatic time, Clare seizes the whiteness forced 
onto her and makes her own use of it. She confesses to Irene, “I was 
determined to get away, to be a person and not a charity or a problem 
. . . I knew I wasn’t bad-looking and that I could ‘pass.’ . . . You had all 
the things I wanted and never had had. It made me more determined 
to get them” (19). However, when Passing begins, Clare’s decision to 
pass has both freed and entombed her in separate ways. She is married 
to the successful Jack Bellew, an international banker who commands 
great sums of money, but who is also a “male hysteric” characterized by 
“blatant and unrestrained racist vituperation, as well as an enervated 
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and effeminate demeanor” (Henderson 169). Together, they have ten-
year-old daughter Margery, a sometimes-anchor against Clare’s fleet-
ing desires for the freedoms she associates with the African American 
community. 

Much has been said about the way that Clare changes or functions 
throughout Passing, but less about the way Margery works against her 
sense of revolt. Altogether, Clare demonstrates the “pitfalls of assuming 
that bodies are racially legible” (Moynihan 38), she retains the ability 
to view others “without the racial lenses upon which everyone relies” 
(Nisetech 352), and she acts as an “expert reader of Irene and other 
characters” (Schalk 153). Chameleon-like, she also outwardly morphs 
to her best advantage in different situations and offers a formidable 
emotional counterpart to Irene (Pile 34). Nonetheless, from the begin-
ning of the story, her daughter Margery already exerts great pressure 
on her life. In a conversation with Irene and Gertrude, another African 
American woman who passes, Clare confesses her great fear prior to 
Margery’s birth that the child’s appearance would alert others to her 
identity. She explains, “I nearly died of terror the whole nine months 
before Margery was born for fear that she might be dark. Thank good-
ness she turned out all right. But I’ll never risk it again” (26). Gertrude, 
whose twin boys also appear white like Margery, seconds the notion. 
Visibly anxious and sweating, she adds, “of course, no one wants a 
dark child” (26). At this moment in the conversation, Gertrude as-
sumes that Irene has also married a white man and produced white 
children, and that she now passes, so when Irene announces that she 
has a dark child, Gertrude “jumped as if she had been shot at” (26). 
Clare quickly tries to ease over the moment of discord by focusing on 
their commonalities, and in doing so, tries walking back what she said: 
“I do think that coloured people—we—are too silly about some things” 
(27). Then, she steers attention back towards her own plight by adding, 
“It’s only deserters like me who have to be afraid of freaks of nature” 
(27). Conveying appearance as a potential means to undermine racial 
identification, she alludes to the guilt she feels from having to hide her 
true identity from her husband and Margery, and to express herself in 
secret. 

Similar to Irene, Clare feels increasing pressure from her respon-
sibilities to Margery as the story progresses. In a tense exchange with 
Irene in the novel’s second part, Clare reveals a growing indifference to 
what it means to be a mother after Irene questions her about the po-
tential danger of spending too much time with each other. Clare resists 
Irene’s concern that she may be exposed, so the latter begs her to con-
sider the potential indirect consequences upon Margery. “Startled” and 
“unprepared for this new [argumentative] weapon,” Clare sits in silence 
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for a few minutes (48). She returns to the conversation by saying, “I 
think that being a mother is the cruelest thing in the world” (48). This 
moment—one of a few in which Clare voices either the exact or near 
exact feeling that Irene feels, but either cannot or refuses to express—
temporarily confines them both in an imprisoning cell of mother-
hood. The difference between Clare and Irene lies in their responses. 
Clare is at a dead end, as Margery demands her attention while get-
ting in the way of her budding interests and wishes. Her daughter’s 
needs submerge and disappear into the demands of her own, only to 
reappear with Irene’s warning. Irene clues her friend into the obvious: 
“We mothers are all responsible for the security and the happiness of 
our children. Think what it would mean to your Margery if Mr. Bellew 
should find out. You’d probably lose her” (48). Irene continues to harp 
upon the potential damage to Margery, but before she can finish or 
Clare has time to respond, Zulena, one of Irene’s servants, interrupts 
the discussion with news of an important phone call about a dance at 
the Negro Welfare League. When Clare learns that other white people 
will attend, she pushes for a chance to attend for a sense of community 
and fun, despite the potential danger of her identity being exposed 
to her husband and although she might be perceived as an escort or 
worse. Here, as Jennifer Brody notes, Clare differentiates herself from 
Irene, who would not risk her children’s safety or abandon “sentimental 
sacrifices” associated with motherhood for the sake of personal expres-
sion (404). At this stage, the start of Clare’s precipitous social decline, 
Larsen suggests that the potential downstream effects on Margery are 
not too great a consideration for Clare, who imagines that she can avoid 
any potential controversy associated with attending the party. 

Following the Negro Welfare League party, Clare simultaneously be-
comes less of a parent and more of a child in her actions. She lets go, 
shipping Margery to school in Switzerland for the year and integrating 
herself more closely into Irene’s life. At first, Irene also benefits from 
this change, the blossoming of “a new friendship” after a host of some-
times difficult and contentious exchanges with Clare (56). In time, 
however, this development coincides with Irene’s mental disintegra-
tion once she suspects that Clare’s closeness to her might also be arous-
ing her husband’s interest and freeing him from the malaise of their 
marriage and family life. In response to these worries, Irene advises 
Clare to refocus on her family as the time for retrieving Margery nears; 
she reminds her of how wonderful it will be to reunite with her daugh-
ter after months of separation. Clare resists, replying in her most direct 
challenge to Irene’s way of life, “Children aren’t everything . . . There 
are other things in the world, though I admit some people don’t seem 
to suspect it” (58). From the vantage point of a parent unshackled from 
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the constraints of her child, Clare expresses what may be her pinnacle 
and final moment of childlike freedom from motherhood, from atop a 
peak that overlooks a deep descent towards a cloistered existence in all 
directions. Thoughts about returning to the norm with her husband 
and daughter invite feelings of sheer desperation. When Irene seeks 
to redirect her attention toward Margery, Clare responds, “Can’t you 
realize that I’m not like you a bit? Why, to get the things I want badly 
enough, I’d do anything, hurt anybody, throw anything away. Really, 
‘Rene, I’m not safe” (58). Not unlike a child’s plea, Clare’s “beseech-
ing earnestness” is too much for Irene, who rejects it as “so utterly, 
so wickedly wrong” (58). Not long after this confession, Irene seeks 
more distance from Clare, who becomes more involved in the Harlem 
Renaissance scene while her companion struggles with increasing 
levels of insecurity. Clare’s rejection of her responsibilities leads to a 
catastrophic conclusion that consists of Irene’s harboring information 
that outs Clare’s passing to her husband, a confrontation with her hus-
band at a party, and Clare’s mysterious and fatal fall. Larsen’s portrayal 
of Clare’s death is no accident, for she plummets to the ground bearing 
the weight of not only her husband’s realization, but also the loss of her 
various social statuses in both white and African American communi-
ties. Only in death, Larsen surmises, can Clare escape the ties of moth-
erhood and family life that tether her to a white community she rejects.

Play: The Underlying Transgressive Force
Irene and Clare become trapped in their respective social webs, and 
Larsen details how their inescapable pathways lead to tragedy. The 
author weighed the opportunities afforded to independent women of 
color in the 1920s and rejected what she found. With “no peer among 
Harlem Renaissance writers in the kinds of questions she posed” about 
women’s prospects for fulfillment, Larsen concludes both of her two 
novels “without illusions about emancipatory strategies or future pos-
sibilities for women” (Davis, “Introduction,” xxix). Quicksand and 
Passing end in bleak and polarizing fashions that aim to spark discus-
sion both within and beyond Harlem to other African American com-
munities. However, even in the midst of a tightly constructed novel 
with a claustrophobic atmosphere, Passing is not entirely downbeat. 
Larsen sprinkles moments of joy that offer alternatives to oppression 
and social calamity throughout the novel’s series of negative scenes. 
Two key examples present what might be described as play as a means 
to counter the disempowering social restrictions associated with 
motherhood. 
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In the first situation, when Irene introduces Clare to her boys at her 
home, Larsen homes in on the Redfield children’s world that contrasts 
with that of their parents. Irene sits and thinks about her sons before 
Clare arrives unexpectedly. From above, she hears, “the sound of young 
voices . . . Often, there was laughter, or the noise of commotion, tussling 
or toys being slammed down” (44). Larsen reveals how Irene interprets 
her children psychologically through her musings. Brian Junior is simi-
lar in appearance to his father but retains Irene’s “practical and deter-
mined” temperament, and Ted is “speculative and withdrawn . . . less 
positive in his ideas and desires” (44). The joyful freedom that the chil-
dren display, removed in the room above Irene’s head, contrasts with 
Irene’s sharp and rigid perspective of which parent each child mirrors. 
To an extent, Irene aligns her bitterness and marital trouble with char-
acteristics that emerge from within her children, which in turn help 
to define how she understands them as more burdensome and worry-
ing than childlike. Missing are concerns about their lives independent 
from her, as well as thoughtful insight into what her boys may be doing. 
Irene’s overbearing thoughts manifest into action once Clare arrives 
and they go upstairs so Clare can meet her sons. They walk in and the 
boys freeze. Brian Junior displays “a funny little look of resentment” 
and Ted has a blank face (52). Clare immediately reads their reactions 
and knows that the adult interruption has “spoiled everything” (52). 
She asks them for permission to visit briefly, and Ted begrudgingly 
agrees, replying, “We can’t stop you, you know” (52). Then, he quickly 
retreats to the bookshelf, grabs a book, and begins to read while Brian 
Junior continues to stand in one place and stare. The towering voice of 
their mother realigns them, though, when she admonishes Ted for his 
rudeness and implores Brian Junior’s attention by sharing that she and 
Clare used to play together as children. 

Missing from this scene is deeper insight into the children’s world 
that Irene, hovering, cannot see or understand completely; what’s clear 
though, is that the boys appear to be doing better on their own before 
the intrusion. Briefly, a childlike sense of joy stamps its way into the 
story before Irene extinguishes it. One might assume that Larsen in-
cludes this scene to show that the boys must bear the intergenerational 
consequences of their mother’s distress and worry. Yet, conversely, the 
scene also provides a glimpse into a children’s world free of the social 
artifice that engulfs Clare and Irene. Larsen may have built upon con-
versations or thoughts about philosopher Karl Groos’s theories of play 
or the early work of psychologist Jean Piaget. In The Play of Animals 
(1896, translated 1898), Groos theorized play as a means for children 
to practice behaviors that prepared them for social entrances into the 
adult world. Brian Junior and Ted clearly realize that Irene’s presence—
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with her “shadowy eyes looking down on” them—demands more se-
riousness and at least the facade of adult respectability (52). Their 
boisterous actions cease with her appearance, although in a quick and 
trained manner that feels forced, implying that they will return to their 
own worlds as soon as she returns downstairs. Groos refined his think-
ing about the purpose of the play in The Play of Man (1899, translat-
ed in 1901), where he describes play as “the connective link between 
instinctive and intelligent conduct” (281). Dissecting the concept a 
little more than twenty years later in The Language and the Thought 
of the Child (1923, translated 1926), Jean Piaget added that play oper-
ates on both physical and verbal planes. While experimenting in the 
physical realm, children learn through manipulating objects such as 
toys or other items, whereas within the verbal plane, they interact or 
seek to make sense of their own dreams and stories, plus the abstract 
structures of the adult world (e.g. communities, towns, or cities) that 
envelop them (Piaget 79). The avoidant behavior that Brian Junior and 
Ted display, retreating into a book or standing still and not engaging, as 
well as their collective reluctance to visit with Irene and Clare, conveys 
two things: the disappointment brought about with the end of play-
time and an understanding that their mother’s presence often means 
the coming of something serious, whether that be a conversation or, 
in this case, a formal introduction to another adult. Yet, Larsen gives 
readers a small window into the children’s playful diversion, which 
contrasts with Irene’s and Clare’s ongoing drama.   

The scene with Brian Junior and Ted is also a perfect transition 
toward the moment in which Larsen presents a freed Clare at play five 
paragraphs later in Passing’s most unusual chapter, which focuses en-
tirely on the moments that Irene recalls from the Negro Welfare League 
Party. The highlight of the celebration is Clare’s enjoyment and the im-
pression she makes upon others. In a story packed with emotionally 
stifling moments, Larsen shows Clare “in a whirling crowd, dancing, 
sometimes with a white man, more often with a Negro, [and at her 
own peril] frequently with Brian” (54). The uninhibited Clare appears 
to have found her place; even Irene temporarily looks beyond herself 
to identify what distinguishes the party. She observes, “Young men, 
old men, white men, black men; youthful women, older women, pink 
women, golden women; fat men, thin men, tall men, short men, stout 
women, slim women, stately women, small women,” in a list which 
sounds like a children’s nursery rhyme (54). The liveliest moments of 
the diverse party, with music and a festive atmosphere, are a temporary 
maul that shatters the grown-up walls that enclose Irene. Like Brian 
Junior and Ted in the prior scene, Clare participates in a dream world 
of her own making, where she can abandon her worries about race and 
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class. Irene lurks nearby and observes from the edge rather than down-
stairs in this situation. As with her children, she merely passes through 
and cannot draw any significant personal joy from the party. Larsen 
bookends the chapter with what Irene recalls and feels about the party 
to reinforce this notion. In the first sentence, she recalls that the party 
felt “unimportant and unrelated” (53); in the concluding sentence, 
Larsen writes, “Except for these few unconnected things the dance 
faded to a blurred memory, its outlines mingling with those of other 
dances of its kind that she had attended in the past and would attend 
in the future” (56). Nonetheless, Clare’s unabashed joy offers a striking 
contrast. Larsen introduces the welcoming and disarming idea of the 
Harlem dance as a pinnacle moment of adults at play, or temporar-
ily lost in the moment and released from the pressures of the outside 
world. That Irene does not appear to enjoy herself as some of the others 
reinforces Larsen’s notion that adults, too, need some form of play-
ful outlet, and especially when racism and racial inequities threaten 
to suffocate them. The dance scene may seem both too temporary and 
memorably odd, but only because Larsen sets the invisible phantoms 
that terrorize Clare temporarily to the side to account for an atmo-
sphere unique to Harlem. The benefits of play, she implies, should not 
be undervalued and should also belong to adults in an ideal world.   

At the next major party they attend, Irene’s inner distress spews into 
the public sphere and Clare passes from the world. Larsen echoes a 
similar conclusion from Quicksand the year before, when she left read-
ers with a horrifying portrait of protagonist Helga Crane as dissatis-
fied, depressed, and trapped with a husband and an increasing number 
of children. For the novel’s final sentence, she wrote, “And hardly had 
she left her bed and become able to walk again without pain, hardly 
had the children returned from the homes of the neighbors, when she 
began to have her fifth child” (135). In Passing, the ideals of safeguard-
ing children and the image of a proper family life drive one mother to 
conceal information from another, who, once exposed as an African 
American woman, stands to lose her social standing and family. A cu-
mulative pattern emerges as Helga collapses psychologically under the 
weight of her children, Irene faints to the ground, and Clare falls to her 
death—Helga’s five children, Irene’s two boys, and Clare’s Margery are 
left to fend for themselves. As she completed Passing, too, Nella Larsen 
“poured her fears and anxieties” about her husband’s dissatisfaction 
with his professional life in New York and his “possible affair with an 
old friend” into the novel (Hutchison 288). Perhaps feeling as anxious, 
fearful, and burdened as her characters, Larsen may also have longed 
for happier moments of socializing and partying with acquaintances in 
Harlem while sensing that her associations with the movement may be 
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ending. The dark conclusion of Passing overshadows moments that, 
like the boys playing or the Negro Welfare League Party, suggest the 
promises of play away from the constraints of race and the need to pass 
as an extraordinary parent. Offering more puzzling questions than 
clear-sighted answers, these situations ask readers to consider how 
their own social expectations might interfere with the joyful play of 
others and how they might locate and celebrate play as integral within 
their own lives. 

Notes
1. Other scholars have previously noted the likelihood that James and Wharton 
influenced Larsen’s writing by the time she composed both Quicksand and 
Passing. For example, Thadious M. Davis credits these two authors as foun-
dational for informing Larsen’s portrayal of upper-class women (Nella 328). 
More specifically, Mary Lay suggests the similarities between Quicksand and 
James’s The Portrait of a Lady (1881) (475), while Emily J. Orlando points out 
that Wharton and Larsen both titled two of their works “Sanctuary” and 
“Quicksand,” and that Larsen almost certainly paid tribute to Wharton’s 
The House of Mirth and “The Fullness of Life” with very similar phrasings 
in Quicksand. As in the case of her depiction of parenting, however, Larsen 
sought to present what neither James nor Wharton could fully see or under-
stand in regards to racial pressures and injustices in Harlem.     
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Déjà Vu: Larsen’s Passing and the 
Problem of Paramnesia

Tristan Striker

In her introduction to Marcel Proust’s Swann’s Way, Lydia Davis 
ascertains that while the book is “filled with events and characters 

closely resembling those of Proust’s own life,” In Search of Lost Time 
“is not autobiography wearing a thin disguise of fiction, but rather, 
something more complex—fiction created out of real life . . . presented 
in the guise of autobiography.” The distinction, Davis insists, between 
Proust’s fiction and the lesser art of autobiography is that the material 
Proust used to write In Search of Lost Time “has been altered, recom-
bined, shaped to create a coherent and meaningful fictional artifact,” 
through “a crucial alchemy—art’s transformation of life” (ix). Jacques 
Derrida, no doubt with Proust in mind, called the result of this crucial 
alchemy “radical illegibility,” or writing that is not “the accomplice of 
lost or sought-after legibility” but “the other of every manuscript,” the 
“possibility” of infinite readings and indeterminate meaning. Radical 
illegibility is, in short, the necessary ingredient that allows the writ-
ten work as art to be separated from the intentions and “being” of the 
author, making room instead for a textual “Being” that is “beyond, as it 
writes itself, its own name” (77). Literary works written by authors of 
African descent, on the contrary, seem to “be” almost exclusively within 
the names of their authors. 

Nella Larsen, most famous for writing two novellas about racial 
passing called Quicksand (1928) and Passing (1929), finds her art 
placed within the realm of the autobiographical, but not of the radi-
cally illegible. Both novellas are widely considered to be autobiograph-
ical, with most critics agreeing that Quicksand’s Helga and Passing’s 
Irene closely resemble elements of Larsen’s own life. Passing, where 
the race-conscious Irene faces off with a woman from her childhood 
who is currently passing but wishes to reenter the black community, 
presents an excellent example of a text that, according to most scholars 
and critics, lacks radical illegibility. George Hutchinson’s biography of 
Nella Larsen insists that “processes” of race “and Larsen’s lifelong re-
sistance to them lie at the existential core of her life, a life that cannot 
be understood apart from them” (30). Johanna M. Wagner, echoing 
Hutchinson’s placing of race at the center of Larsen’s artistic produc-
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tions, insists that “because Irene’s interest in race proves sparse and er-
ratic, the reader may resist its significance to the novel,” which in turn 
leads her to conclude that “It is no wonder that criticism of Passing has 
struggled with its importance” (144). Wagner implies that readers may 
misread Passing as a text that is not about race at all and consequently 
fail to see its importance. Without race at the center, the importance 
of Passing is hard to glean, despite the claim by several scholars that 
Passing is a “skillfully executed and enduring work of art” because of 
its “psychological ambiguity” (Tate 142). However, even scholars who 
defend Passing’s artistic merit in this way seem to resist Larsen’s full 
radical illegibility by insisting that this illegibility, usually assumed for 
white authors, merits sustained scholarly discussion for authors like 
Larsen. 

Larsen is not the only writer of African descent whose work and life 
have been framed by this autobiographical racialization. In fact, the 
tradition of autobiographical racialization itself is framed by the re-
ception of Phillis Wheatley’s Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and 
Moral (1776). The image of Wheatley’s poems as “below the dignity of 
criticism,” created by Thomas Jefferson and based on David Hume’s 
dismissal of Francis Williams (another poet of African descent) as a 
“parrot, who speaks a few words plainly,” exemplifies how a framed 
image delimits an author’s genius (a genius in bondage indeed) and 
how this image repeats itself through time. Despite an extensive rela-
tionship with James Baldwin, for example, David Leeming also restricts 
James Baldwin’s literary talent and importance to the autobiographi-
cal impulse. While Leeming’s close relationship with Baldwin yields 
a more nuanced approach to Baldwin’s artistry—Leeming maintains 
that Baldwin sought to become a “writer” instead of a “protest writer” 
or “Negro writer”—Leeming also constructs his biography around 
what he interprets as “an autobiographical approach” that “color[s] all 
of Baldwin’s work—fiction and nonfiction” (1924). Like Hutchinson, 
Leeming focuses on “The special circumstances that confronted 
[Baldwin] from the day he realized he was black” and claims that these 
circumstances “made the autobiographical voice inevitable” (Leeming 
1925). Many scholars conceptualize Baldwin as a prophet and frame 
the image of his work within his prophetic responsibility. Shireen R. 
K. Patell, for example, argues that Baldwin’s “‘prophetic’ work redeems 
U.S. history” by “demanding recognition of the inescapable nature” of 
trauma at the center of history (358-9). Michelle S. Hite also centers her 
reading of Baldwin and his work around trauma and conflates his liter-
ary production with the autobiographical. Hite’s reading of Baldwin’s 
Preface to The Evidence of Things Not Seen as being a moment of 
“murky provenance,” or memory, relies on an image of Baldwin’s story 
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about a child abduction that “may not belong to someone else, but 
may be his own” (31). Even though Hite argues that Baldwin’s murky 
provenance “undermines the presumptive and ostensibly objective 
authority of narratives of historical provenance” (32), this undermin-
ing is contingent on the autobiographical nature of Baldwin’s writing. 
As with Larsen and Wheatley, seeing Baldwin as a prophet requires a 
reading where Baldwin’s trauma is inseparable from what he produces 
as an artist. 

In each case described above, the audience’s ability to read what is 
in front of them is compromised by false recognition of a present per-
ception as past memory-image. Paramnesia presents the most useful 
hermeneutic tool because, as Henri Bergson insists in “Memory of the 
Present and False Recognition,” the paramnesiac “becomes a stranger 
to himself, ready to be his double” (83). This double consciousness, to 
use Du Bois’s famous term, implicates the reader of race instead of the 
actor and makes the two indistinguishable. In this way, paramnesia de-
parts from performance theory, which dominates much of critical race 
and postcolonial theory of the previous decade. The process of becom-
ing a stranger to one’s self involves the idea that “We act and yet ‘are 
acted.’ We feel that we choose and will, but that we are choosing what is 
imposed on us and willing the inevitable” (105). This process perfectly 
describes those who are forced to “act” racial identities. Authors like 
Larsen see their choices limited by the frame of their imposed racial 
image, their will determined by the inevitability of their actions’ out-
comes within this frame. In this way, paramnesia seems to afflict those 
who “act” race much like double consciousness does in its most direct 
form, namely people of color. However, close readings of the texts pro-
duced by authors of African descent reveal a conscious engagement 
with this paramnesia, indicating a self-reflection that belies these au-
thors “being acted.” Instead, the readers of these texts see themselves 
split “into two different personages, one of which appropriates free-
dom, the other necessity: the one, a free spectator, beholds the other 
automatically playing his part” (Bergson 105). Paramnesia’s interven-
tion is that it conflates actor and acted into the same person. Within 
the delusion of paramnesia, one can appropriate freedom because a 
depersonalized “Other” acts out their lack of freedom within a script 
of inevitability.

Margaret Matilda Odell’s autobiography about Phillis Wheatley 
and her Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral (1773), at-
tached to an 1834 republication, presents one of the first examples of 
the paramnesiac reader. The image this paramnesiac reader projects 
onto Wheatley’s poetry and confuses with the reality of Wheatley’s life 
is based on the now-famous image of the “parrot, who speaks a few 
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words plainly” produced by David Hume when he dismisses the black 
poet Francis Williams (Hume, Essays 8557-8). This image of the parrot 
is subsequently repeated by many critics and thinkers of the day. For 
example, Thomas Jefferson bases his dismissal of Wheatley’s poetry 
as “below the dignity of criticism” on this same parroting principle. 
However, Jefferson clarifies Hume’s assertion and brings it closer to the 
autobiographical impulse: “Misery is often the parent of the most af-
fecting touches in poetry.--Among the blacks is misery enough, God 
knows, but no poetry. Their love is ardent, but it kindles the senses 
only, not the imagination” (234). As purely sensual beings, persons of 
African descent are bound to their senses, their poetry chained to their 
misery. 

Odell, Wheatley’s first biographer, echoes this sentiment. She 
claims that “the difficulty still remains, that [Wheatley] could not 
recall . . . her own productions,-for we believe this singularity to have af-
fected her own thoughts only, and not the impressions made upon her 
mind by the thoughts of others, communicated by books or conver-
sation” (Wheatley, Poems 585-8, emphasis mine). Odell makes clear 
that Wheatley had no issue regurgitating outside impressions on the 
mind. Instead, Odell notes that “She did not seem to have the power 
of retaining the creations of her own fancy, for a long time, in her own 
mind” (Wheatley, The Poems 574, emphasis mine). However, in diag-
nosing Wheatley’s mnemonic deficiency as not being able to recall 
any original images of the past, Odell exposes a mnemonic pathology 
of her own, one in which she is unable to escape a specific racialized 
memory-image. 

The first sign of paramnesia, or false recognition, happens shortly 
after, when Odell claims that “We consider this statement of the case 
corroborated by the poem on ‘Recollection.’” The statement that fol-
lows is worth quoting in full:

In this little effusion, referring so directly to the point in 
question, we find no intimation or acknowledgment of any 
deficiency, but rather the contrary; and when we remember 
Phillis’s simplicity of character, we cannot suppose that an im-
perfection of the kind would have been thus passed unnoticed, 
had any such existed. But, however this singularity may be ac-
counted for, we state the fact as we believe it to have existed, 
and leave our readers to draw their own inferences. (589-591)

Odell admits that she can find no evidence of her claim within 
Wheatley’s poetry. In fact, she admits that “On RECOLLECTION” pres-
ents evidence to the contrary, but this does nothing to stop Odell from 
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“stating the fact as SHE believed it to have existed.” As a paramnesiac 
reader, Odell cannot separate the fiction of the racially framed image 
of the mentally inferior parrot from the reality unfolding in front of 
her. Not only is this a striking moment of literary déjà vu, with Hume’s 
and Jefferson’s words suddenly appearing again in their original and 
unaltered contexts, but Odell’s inexplicable inability to see what is in 
front of her very eyes also symptomatizes what would become the pa-
thology of the paramnesiac reader. 

The free spectator is not the critic, but the artist. The reader plays 
the part of the racializer out of necessity; their position as dismissive or 
patronizing critic, cruel or generous reader, depends on their false rec-
ognition. The uncanny feeling of inevitability comes from the reader’s 
confusion of their racialized image with what is happening in front of 
them in the text. Bergson rightly points out that true recognition is 
based in difference: “If, then, the two images are the same, they are not 
presented in the same frame, and the vague feeling of the difference 
of the frames surrounds, like a fringe, the consciousness I have of the 
identity of the images, and allows me at every moment to distinguish 
them. In false recognition, on the contrary, the frames are just as iden-
tical as the images themselves” (108). This is the crux of the problem 
for the paramnesiac reader: the racialized image is repeated along with 
the cultural, philosophical, and ontological frame, over and over until 
it becomes part of collective identity, consciousness, and memory. Like 
Odell, Barbara Hochman, who interprets Larsen’s “habit of inscrib-
ing her reading into her writing” as “the unmarked use . . . of many 
texts she had read” and reminds readers that this unmarked use “drew 
charges of plagiarism,” falls victim to Hume’s and Jefferson’s frame of 
the parrot (1181). Hochman’s own language, which is strongly sugges-
tive of plagiarism (unmarked use of texts), undermines her larger argu-
ment that Larsen “reject[ed] race loyalty and essentializing categories” 
by suggesting that this indeterminacy finds its source in the texts of 
other, often white, writers (1178). Hochman, as a paramnesiac reader, 
repeats Odell’s cultural, philosophical, and ontological frame along 
with the racialized image of the plagiarizing parrot.    

In Passing, Irene’s paramnesia announces itself through her struggle 
with “understanding” ontological indeterminacy and indelibly shapes 
how readers engage with a racially ambiguous Clare. The reader’s first 
encounter with Clare is appropriately through a letter read by Irene as 
“out of place and alien,” with “illegible scrawl” that seems “out of place” 
compared to the “ordinary and clearly directed letters” that make up 
the rest of her pile (5).1 Donavan L. Ramon rightly points out that 
Irene’s recognition of Clare’s “penmanship, tone, and previous actions 
actually give her away” as the author (54). However, where Ramon as-
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serts that Irene’s recognition connotes a “failed anonymity” on Clare’s 
part, I am more interested in Irene’s paramnesia foreshadowed in her 
misreading of Clare’s letter as autobiographical. Irene’s “reading” of 
Clare’s letter extends to her person and begets her assessment of Clare 
as “Stepping always on the edge of danger” despite “any alarms or feel-
ing of outrage on the part of others” (5). Irene’s reading of Clare’s letter 
propels the novel’s plot and conditions our own reading of Clare the 
person. Unlike Clare, Irene cares about what others think of her and 
is “wholly unable to comprehend [Clare’s] attitude towards danger” 
that inevitably comes with illegibility. Irene’s racially determined gaze 
reveals that illegibility has nothing to do with handwriting. Instead, 
what Irene cannot comprehend is the illegibility of Clare’s racial iden-
tification. For readers, too, this illegibility is read and contextualized 
in letters. 

Larsen’s careful choice to use free indirect discourse over first-per-
son point of view lulls the reader into a false belief that our perception 
of Clare is our own and not Irene’s. The third-person narrator conveys 
objectivity, but we never truly leave Irene’s field of vision, one that is 
shaped around Irene’s own sense of security rooted in the permanence 
of her Black middle-class life. As Irene increasingly becomes more of 
a stranger to herself the more she engages with Clare, she becomes 
the reader’s double, the stranger confined to automatically playing her 
part. To counteract Clare’s radical illegibility and the effect it has on 
her own permanence, Irene repeatedly attempts to push Clare into fa-
miliarly framed images of blackness, much like readers do with Larsen. 
Like Hutchinson, Irene brings up Clare’s past to counteract the danger 
of Clare’s indeterminacy. However, Clare’s past does not help solidify 
her in Irene’s mind. Instead, Clare’s letter brings into motion a long 
memory sequence that describes Irene’s physical encounter with Clare. 
Despite what the chapter with this name may suggest, this first en-
counter is a re-encounter for both women. Why, then, would Irene 
frame it as a first encounter, especially after she imagines Clare’s his-
tory with her father as an ur-moment for her becoming who she is? 
The answer is simple: Irene experiences paramnesia and conflates the 
Clare she sees in the present with the image of Clare upon which she 
has built her own racial superiority and permanence. Instead, Irene 
learns through her inability to recognize Clare that she has become 
an enigma that defies definition and refuses to fit into Irene’s racially 
framed image. Irene’s first reaction to Clare’s “strange and langourous 
eyes” is to “feel her colour heighten” and to suspect that this white 
person may know she is a person of African descent (10). Irene’s own 
assumptions about race prevent her from recognizing Clare as the little 
girl she pictures in her initial trauma narrative, since that girl could 
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never talk to a white man on the roof of the Drayton Hotel. Instead, 
her own “colour is heightened” and her alienation from this rooftop 
bar is brought to the fore. Irene almost never passes and questions the 
practice. However, the two times we do see her pass is in Clare’s pres-
ence, and each time the act leads to her feeling alienated by her racial 
allegiances (the other time being when she meets Bellew for the first 
time). Clare, on the other hand, recognizes Irene and stays secure in 
herself despite the danger of being outed as black. As Irene “studies” 
Clare, she realizes that the “lovely creature” in front of her has “an in-
tangible something, too vague to define, too remote to seize,” and does 
not “mind not being recognized” (12). In fact, Clare’s loveliness is a 
result of her radical illegibility. 

The title of the first section of the book, “Encounter,” refers to more 
than Irene’s physical encounter with Clare. Irene’s encounters are mo-
ments of déjà vu, with key images repeated within Irene’s frame of 
mind. This section of the book is framed by Irene’s false recognition 
of Clare’s letters. Irene finds herself face to face with Clare’s first letter, 
upon which she bases her recognition of the letter that instigated her 
recollection. This recognition leads her to determine not to read the 
letter “because of Clare’s innate lack of consideration for the feelings 
of others” (34). Irene expects, nay prays, that the image of Clare she 
gleaned from the first letter is repeated in the second letter. “But,” as 
the narrator says, “she did read it” after becoming “possessed of an 
uncontrollable curiosity to see what Clare had said about yesterday” 
(34). The affective nature of Irene’s curiosity, which she figures as “pos-
session” repeatedly throughout the text as if to frame it as an outside 
invading force, challenges the fabric of Irene’s permanence and breaks 
the cycle of repetition and inevitability inherent in paramnesia. The 
link between Clare the person and Clare as illegible text is made in-
tratextual through foreshadowing. While Irene claims that “turn[ing] 
away her eyes” is enough to “refuse [Clare’s] recognition,” we learn at 
the end of the book that Irene’s effort to rid herself of Clare mimics 
her “drop[ping]” the “tiny ragged squares” of the destroyed letter “over 
the railing” and subsequently “drop[ping] Clare out of her mind” (34). 
Again, Irene figures recognition as coming from Clare and not from 
herself, even after she recognizes Clare’s letter two times. It is a wish 
for self-control that Irene does not have. Clare’s indeterminacy must 
be destroyed, the danger inherent in her racial ambiguity dropped over 
railing or out of window. However, it is her own “acting” that Irene 
foreshadows, not anything attached to Clare’s image. 

Irene’s superimposition of her ideas of race onto Clare’s letters is 
successful only if this image can be transferred to the person. Irene’s 
failure to frame Clare within this image manifests itself in her inability 



South Atlantic Review

151

to read Clare’s face. After a humiliating encounter with Clare’s racist 
husband, John Bellew, Irene is irate at what she can only assume to be 
Clare’s acquiescence to Bellew’s racist stupidity. As Irene puzzles over 
the events of her visit to Clare’s apartment, she focuses her effort to 
understand Clare’s behavior on her face: 

Irene Redfield was trying to understand the look on Clare’s 
face as she had said goodbye. Partly mocking, it had seemed, 
and partly menacing. And something else for which she could 
find no name . . . she stood . . . puzzling again over that look on 
Clare’s incredibly beautiful face. She couldn’t however, come 
to any conclusion about its meaning, try as she might. It was 
unfathomable, utterly beyond any experience or comprehen-
sion of hers. (33) 

Right after hearing Bellew reveal that the source of his racist be-
liefs about persons of African descent are “people who’ve known them 
better than their black selves,” Irene worries about Clare’s illegibility 
(30). Irene’s assumption that her own experience would help her read 
Clare’s “unrevealing face” reveals the proximity of her racial determin-
ism to Bellew’s racism (31). While Bellew’s racism cannot be compared 
to Irene’s pride in her blackness, both suffer from paramnesia. When 
Irene reads Clare, her beauty stands out, but nothing else, because, like 
Bellew’s friends, Irene believes she knows more about Clare than Clare 
knows about herself. 

Irene’s continued exposure to Clare’s radical illegibility forces her to 
confront the impermanence of the image of blackness upon which she 
has relied for her security. Irene’s disappearing paramnesia also leads 
to the breakdown of her relationship with her husband, Brian. As Irene 
increasingly desires Clare’s radical illegibility, the image she imposes 
on Brian dissolves. Irene laments, “Whatever [Brian’s problem] is, if 
only I knew what it was, I could manage it,” and repeats almost ver-
batim her initial reading of Clare when trying to describe Brian. Like 
Clare, Brian “was possessed of some intense secret satisfaction.” As was 
the case with Clare, Irene realizes that “for all her watching, all her 
patient study, the reason for his humour still eluded her.” Brian’s “un-
fathomable” eyes are unreadable (60, emphasis mine). Irene, figuring 
Brian’s unfathomableness as a “possession,” implicitly links this pos-
session with her own earlier in the text. In another moment of uncanny 
déjà vu, Irene sees Brian repeat her own actions in response to Clare. 
Or, that is what the reader is meant to see. As Irene’s paramnesia begins 
to fade, Brian gains radical illegibility, which Irene tries to combat the 
same way she tries to combat Clare’s: by imposing on Brian an image of 
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blackness with a familiar frame. Brian’s unfaithfulness happens twice, 
first with Brazil and then with Clare. In the first case, Irene’s paramne-
sia has her force Brian into familiar images of domesticity, over which 
she seems to have control. When considering the “inconceivable sus-
picion that she may have been wrong in her estimate of her husband’s 
character,” Irene dismisses the possibility by affirming that “she knew 
him as well as he knew himself, or better” (40-1). In another moment of 
déjà vu, Irene repeats Bellew’s racist assertion almost verbatim. What 
she knows of Brian has nothing to do with Brian, it seems, just like 
what she knows about Clare has nothing to do with Clare. Instead, her 
knowledge has everything to do with the framed image she imposes on 
both. Within this frame, Brian’s desire to go to Brazil poses a threat. 

In the second instance, however, Irene uses the same fear around un-
faithfulness in attempting to pull Brian back into the familiar frame of 
infidelity, even if that frame is unsavory. However, this effort ultimately 
fails and Irene is literally shaken out of her paramnesia. As she looks 
into the mirror, Irene sees herself and Brian framed. However, what 
Irene sees is the mirror image of which Bergson speaks, the stranger, 
the double that “regard[s] her with an air of slight amazement” (Larsen 
63). When she looks back at the mirror again, “the face in the mirror 
vanished from her sight, blotted out by this thing which had so sud-
denly flashed across her groping mind.” Irene’s double is blotted out, 
her security shattered. While “life went on precisely as before,” Irene 
acknowledges that “It was only she that had changed” (63) and realizes 
that she doesn’t “know” and cannot “recall” whether Brian’s face “was 
. . . too as it always was” (65). In short, Irene must now confront Brian 
as radically illegible, like Clare. Irene is not concerned with Brian’s infi-
delity so much as she is concerned with who Brian is beyond the image 
she so desperately tried to impose on him. As paramnesiac reader, the 
dim light of Irene’s “unseeing eyes” casts “blurred shadows.” Free from 
paramnesia, Irene must now confront the “ghastly shapes” that cast 
these shadows (63). 

What Irene interprets as “instinctive loyalty to a race” (71) and her 
possession of the ability to perceive the “thing that couldn’t be regis-
tered” in determining someone’s race (56) is more complex than what 
a surface reading of this loyalty would suggest. Ultimately, Irene’s un-
willingness to expose Clare’s blackness to Bellew is motivated not by 
race loyalty, but by the final stages of a growing acknowledgment of the 
desire for and admiration of Clare’s radical illegibility. Irene concludes 
that she cannot “separate individuals from the race, herself from Clare 
Kendry,” even though this would have removed Clare from her own life 
(71). This same line, read as chiasmus, conflates “herself” with “race” 
and “individual” with “Clare Kendry” and reveals Irene’s sense of self 



South Atlantic Review

153

to be grounded in racial determinism. Irene literally pushes Clare into 
the frame of a window and into the only other acceptable and con-
trollable image: death. In this final moment of déjà vu, Irene acts on 
Clare like she acted on Clare’s letters. However, Irene’s act may also 
stem from a fear of Clare losing her radical illegibility after being sub-
jected to Bellew’s paramnesia. Bellew, as typical paramnesiac reader, 
fails to see Clare for who she really is, replacing her pet name “Nig” with 
the complete and unambiguous version of that word. To prevent this 
from happening to what Irene sees as a true example of a being beyond 
her own name, Irene pushes Clare to her death. Ironically, in doing so, 
Irene brings back the feeling of inevitability attached to paramnesia. 
The death of the author of African descent, within the paramnesiac 
reading, is inevitable. While the two positions—one dismissive (see 
Jefferson and Hume), the other defensive (see critics who justify and 
defend works written by authors of African descent as having artistic 
merit)—seem to be two ends of a spectrum, they present symptoms of 
the same problem: paramnesia. 

Baldwin’s use of free indirect discourse mirrors Larsen’s and has 
the same effect on the reader. One major difference, however, is that 
Baldwin allows his narrator to channel several different characters, 
their memories, and their engagements with racial determinism. In 
this way, Baldwin uses point of view to render illegible his supposed 
autobiographical influence. Larsen uses Irene to explore how racial 
determinism impacted the reception of her fiction. Baldwin uses the 
Grimes family as a microcosm for the Sisyphean task of self-determi-
nation in the face of overwhelming pressure to wash clean the mystery 
of personal desire. What many have read as a sustained metaphor for 
sin and anxiety around sexuality should also be considered through the 
lens of paramnesia. Baldwin echoes Larsen’s focus on faces, sight, and 
the anxiety of illegibility to deconstruct what he would later describe in 
Notes of a Native Son as the tendency to sacrifice personal complexity 
for didactic racialism. In Go Tell It on the Mountain, however, Baldwin 
continues the critique of paramnesia perfected by Larsen. 

Starting with John, Baldwin structures Go Tell It On The Mountain 
around the skeleton of racial determinism. Using John’s father, Gabriel, 
and his religious determination as a metaphor, Baldwin carefully crafts 
John’s desire for self-acceptance. In John’s young mind, racial differ-
ence appears as his stepfather’s condemnation of John’s ugliness. Right 
away, John’s face becomes the point of contention where John’s ugli-
ness in the eyes of his father clashes with the beauty he wishes to see 
in himself. John reads his own face, as well as those of others, to de-
termine his worth and his place in the world. Through the gaze of his 
father, John perceives the world as “the darkness of his father’s house” 
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where “John, who was, his father said, ugly, who was always the small-
est boy in his class, and who had no friends” associates this dark world 
with his responsibility to “become a Great Leader of His People.” Only 
by embracing this responsibility can John free himself from his father’s 
dehumanizing gaze: 

the phrase so often repeated rose in his mind like a great brass 
gate, opening outward for him on a world where people did 
not live in the darkness of his father’s house, did not pray to 
Jesus in the darkness of his father’s church, where he would eat 
good food, and wear fine clothes, and go to the movies as often 
as he wished. In this world . . . [John] became immediately 
beautiful, tall, and popular. People fell all over themselves to 
meet John Grimes. He was a poet, or a college president, or a 
movie star; he drank expensive whisky, and he smoked Lucky 
Strike cigarettes in the green package. (12) 

To combat his own radical illegibility, which Gabriel frames as ugly, 
John tries to frame himself and his “sin” within the repeated image of 
the “saviour of his people.” John cannot read himself if Gabriel’s par-
amnesia colors his world, a sentiment reflected when John looks into 
the mirror while cleaning to find out “whether his face was ugly or not.” 
John can only see “details,” like the “cleft in his chin” that his father 
associates with “the Devil’s little finger,” whose “unity is undiscover-
able.” John’s face is illegible, “the face of a stranger, a stranger who held 
secrets that John could never know” (20-1). John does not find himself 
ugly because he does not yet think anything of himself. Instead, his 
father’s opinions limit his actual perception. Right now, becoming a 
“Great Leader of His People” is the only way, literally and metaphori-
cally, that John can escape the darkness of his father’s house. Just as 
Irene’s house is populated with shadows and shapes, John frames his 
inner world within the domestic familiarity of his father’s house. As 
a stranger to himself, John must do what Irene did and confront the 
image created by his father’s paramnesia in the mirror. 

Dirt becomes associated with illegibility. John’s cleaning is, in fact, 
his effort to make legible the secrets of his father’s house. Like the 
Baldwin framed by Leeming within the trauma of his relationship with 
his father, John seems to be obsessed with seeing the world through 
his father’s eyes. However, the free indirect discourse dictates what the 
reader sees, and we are in fact limited to John’s gaze. Like Irene, John 
projects this dirtiness onto everything he sees, including himself in 
the mirror. Even his mother is not safe from this alienation when John 
sees her “as though she were someone else.” When John sees his own 
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mother as a stranger, he attempts to frame her within a familiar image 
without success. Instead, John blazons his mother like he blazons 
himself in the mirror, focusing on “the dark, hard lines running down-
ward from her eyes, and the deep, perpetual scowl in her forehead, and 
the downturned, tightened mouth, and the strong, thin, brown, and 
bony hands” as marks of foreignness. His mother acts like a mirror in 
that she turns the phrase “He who is filthy, let him be filthy still” back 
“against [John] like a two-edged sword, for was it not he, in his false 
pride and his evil imagination, who was filthy?” Again, John projects 
his father’s gaze onto himself. However, he also projects his father’s 
gaze onto others, and this is the real danger of paramnesia (14). John’s 
“ugliness” colors his self-perception and threatens to color how he sees 
even those he loves dearly. John does this because he confuses Gabriel’s 
paramnesia for reality, confabulation and false recognition for reality 
and actual experience, an error repeated by those who see the images 
of the above-mentioned biographers for truth. Little does John know 
that Gabriel’s authority exists only because Gabriel’s paramnesia allows 
him to consistently substitute reality with delusion.

His father’s house, in turn, is made physically manifest as John’s 
Sisyphean task. Like Sisyphus, John’s task is meant as punishment for 
cheating death several times. For John, this is the creative and artistic 
death he encounters in his father’s house. John does not remember the 
myth by name, but his association strongly suggests the playful rebel-
lion against the patron. Like Sisyphus, John will trap death, in the form 
of his father’s racially determining gaze, inside the closet he builds for 
himself in his fiction, and like Sisyphus, John will use his intelligence to 
escape Hades himself, a fate that many others who encounter his father 
do not share, including his brother Roy, the apple of his father’s eye 
(19-20). Paramnesia is death because false recognition is immobility. 
Paramnesia is metaphorized in the myth of Sisyphus. Gabriel is in fact 
pushing his own boulder, and as long as John sees himself through his 
father’s eyes, he is doomed to repeat the same task. In an ironic twist, 
John’s repeating of the sins of the father is an example of a familiar 
image within which John seeks to find security and permanence. 

However, like Irene, John finds false security in the determinism of 
his father’s gaze. When his tears distort his vision, “his mother’s face 
changed. Her face became the face that he gave her in his dreams” (15). 
This face that John projects onto his mother is “the face that had been 
hers in a photograph he had seen once, long ago, a photograph taken 
before he was born. This face was young and proud, uplifted, with a 
smile that made the wide mouth beautiful and glowed in the enor-
mous eyes.” In a photograph, unmoving and uncomplicated, this face 
can be subjected to John’s desires. This is the mother he wants to see, 
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as opposed to the blazoned face he sees earlier. John can read into this 
image of her face whatever he wants. In fact, he discloses how, like a 
paramnesiac reader, he projects his dream face onto his mother. John’s 
dream-like projection clashes starkly with the reality in front of him: 
“Between the two faces there stretched a darkness and a mystery that 
John feared, and that sometimes caused him to hate her” (15). The pho-
tograph is legible and allows not just for dreams, but for projection and 
determinism. In the moment, however, John’s mother cannot be read. 
“Her face would never tell” her inner thoughts (18). John’s mother is 
radically illegible like he is. The difference between John’s imagined 
face and his mother’s actual face causes anxiety because it proves the 
ultimate and inevitable untenability of his projections. Like Irene, John 
is forced to confront the precariousness of his security. 

For both Irene and John, freedom lies in uncertainty. They must sac-
rifice their security, housed in paramnesia. Irene throws Clare out of 
a window to frame her and secure her within the death of a familiar 
image. John, however, seems to transform on the threshing floor into 
someone who embraces uncertainty. Again, paramnesia and radical il-
legibility become the central problems for John. As when Irene looks 
again on Brian’s face and is struck with its unfamiliarity, John looks 
upon Gabriel’s face after being freed from paramnesia and only sees 
“black—like a sad, eternal night” and “eyes” that “stripped him naked, 
and hated what they saw” (198). As he tries to “escape his father’s eyes, 
those eyes, that face,” John also tries to escape the community and 
“all their faces” (198-9). As readers, we are uncertain of the veracity 
of John’s account of Gabriel’s vision. However, in John’s eyes, father, 
community, and blackness are conflated into one identity, one essence 
towards which John is trying to climb in this transformative moment. 
Once again, John is stripped naked not by Gabriel’s eyes, but by what 
John sees reflected in those eyes. Self-hate within the context of his 
religious, pious community comes from the knowledge that he can 
never truly be himself within it. However, if Gabriel’s hatred is truly 
expressed through his eyes and his face, that itself is a mere reflection 
of self-hatred never confronted. This is where John and Gabriel differ 
dramatically. While Gabriel remains trapped within the security of his 
newly birthed image of man of God, stable and safe as it may seem, 
John moves beyond the need for such a space.

After his ordeal on the church floor, John is transformed into what 
Baldwin envisions as a true artist: one who embraces indeterminacy 
and ambiguity over security and safety. If we are to give any credence 
to Leeming’s pathological interpretation of Baldwin’s relationship 
with his father, then this is the moment where Baldwin, through John, 
puts his father in his place as a pathetic example of someone who was 
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trapped by what they believed a person of African descent should be. 
However, denying this autobiographical gaze allows for ambiguity, and 
Gabriel and John become equally important parts of a heavy critique 
of the paramnesia of racial determinism. When John “felt his father 
behind him,” he acknowledges his father as a Satanic figure, as a false 
prophet who is ruled by his pride and sin at the expense of his closeness 
to God (226). As artist, Baldwin puts behind him the autobiographi-
cal trap of his pathologized “daddy issues” in favor the “March wind 
ris[ing].” Like Caesar, Gabriel has no future. He is doomed to remain 
locked in paramnesia, that strange conflation of past and present. As 
John “turns to face his father,” John smiles in the face of his former 
tormentor, finally able to recognize in his father’s face the source of his 
paramnesia: his belief that he can know himself in the face, the gaze, 
of others.

John’s simultaneous embracing and fear of indeterminacy is re-
flected in the face of his mother, Elizabeth. If John’s father is synon-
ymous with the pathology that Leeming speaks of in his biography, 
then Elizabeth presents an alternative optics free from this determin-
ing autobiographical impulse. While he can put his father behind 
him, out of sight and out of mind, John’s paramnesia is broken when 
Elizabeth’s radical illegibility indicates to John his unfitness to become 
the prophet of his people. When John faces Elizabeth, “he tried to read 
the mystery of that face—which, as it had never before been so bright 
and pained with love, had never seemed before so far from him, so 
wholly in communion with a life beyond his life.” For John, his mother’s 
face represents the Other in its purest form, a life completely beyond 
his comprehension. She is, by all accounts, illegible, a stranger not of 
his own making. As a prophet of his people, John is supposed to be able 
to read them and their inner workings. In short, like Baldwin, John 
is supposed to speak for the black community as a great leader of his 
people. However, like Gabriel, “the night had given him no language, 
no second sight, no power to see into the heart of any other. He knew 
only—and now, looking at his mother, he knew that he could never 
tell it—that the heart was a fearful place” (209-10). So, when John faces 
his father, he sees Gabriel’s failure to meet that heavy responsibility 
grounded in racial determinism, and it frees him. Baldwin juxtaposes 
Gabriel’s damaging paramnesia and its legacy of inevitable failure with 
Elizabeth’s freeing indeterminacy. 

Like Deborah’s letter that “spoke, breaking her long silence, now that 
she was beyond [Gabriel’s] reach forever,” Go Tell It On The Mountain is 
Baldwin’s “witness” of a life and literary career beyond the reach of his 
father’s shadow and the one-dimensional blackness that white read-
ers see in it (216). Wheatley, too, exposes the paramnesia of her read-
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ing public through letters. Wheatley seems to worship the Countess of 
Huntingdon and her enslavers, Susanna and John Wheatley, repeat-
edly praising them in letters and thanking them for their generosity 
in teaching her to read and write. However, like Clare’s and Deborah’s 
letters, Wheatley’s letters reveal a relatively clear and succinct critique 
of her patrons. In a letter to John Thornton, Wheatley observes that 
“The Apostle Paul, tells us that the wages of sin is death” and notes that 
she doesn’t “imagine he excepted any sin whatsoever” (149). Later, in 
a letter to Samson Occom, Wheatley predicts “Deliverance” for those 
whose “Avarice” prevents them from seeing the “Absurdity of their 
Conduct” in “Cry[ing] for Liberty” and “Exercis[ing] . . . oppressive 
Power” (153). In a later letter to John Thornton, Wheatley recalls how 
she “Saw with Grief and Wonder, the Effects of Sin on the human race” 
as she watched her mistress die (155). Her death poems suddenly betray 
a strong feeling of vindictiveness as readers notice that every death 
poem instructs the subjects, often parents or family members who 
must suffer the loss of a close relative or child, to “Let hope your grief 
control,” “restrain your tears, and cease your plaintive moans” (17). In 
each case, when seen through the lens of Wheatley’s sinful economy, 
each subject is punished for their sin with death, including her beloved 
mistress Susanna. 

Wheatley’s powerful indictment against the subjects of her actual 
poems is extended to the Countess of Huntingdon and Susanna 
Wheatley, who are conspicuously absent as subjects from Wheatley’s 
book of poems. However, “On RECOLLECTION” houses a strong 
warning against “the wretch, who dar’d the vengeance of the skies” 
and against the “race, / who scorn [Mneme’s] warnings and despise her 
grace.” Wheatley conflates wretch with race and memory’s warnings 
with the vengeance of the skies, framing memory as a divine Virtue.2 
Mneme, to Wheatley, blesses those who “in her sacred shrine, / Feels 
himself shelter’d from the wrath divine!” In short, the remembering 
subject can either find shelter in their memories or find “unveil’d each 
horrid crime appears.” Like Milton’s Satan, Wheatley finds that the 
mind is its own place that can make a heaven of hell and a hell of heaven. 
Wheatley uses death to address this loophole. Like Susanna Wheatley, 
those who live their lives within the sin of slavery may on their death-
bed “At last awake in horror and surprise.” This sinner, “By [memory] 
alarm’d, …sees impending fate, /…howls in anguish, and repents too 
late” (35-6). For those who suffer from paramnesia, their fate is sealed. 
The problem is not that they cannot remember. As we read, one finds 
blessings within memory’s shrine, not outside of it. In other words, 
one who remembers properly cannot continue to sin because memo-
ry’s function is to force one to confront his or her sins, thereby eliciting 
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repentance. Memory and Virtue are connected, where memory allows 
the persona of the poem to recollect “follies of [a] period” that passed 
“Unnotic’d” and to “mourn” them when one has learned better. After 
this process, “Virtue” can “guide [her] future days.” Sinfulness, then, is 
not a problem of ignorance. Instead, sin is a problem of paramnesia, or 
an inability to read the “pomp of images” memory provides of “acts of 
long departed years.” Memory’s “cup of wormwood” (35-6) alludes to 
Claudius in Shakespeare’s Hamlet, who laments, “‘Forgive me my foul 
murder’? / That cannot be; since I am still possess’d / Of those effects 
for which I did the murder, / My crown, mine own ambition and my 
queen” (Shakespeare 3.3.56-9). Like Claudius, whose power is framed 
by sin and murder, those who benefit from their sin of enslavement 
do so with the images of their sin in front of them. However, confus-
ing these images for reality, including the image of Wheatley neatly 
framed by the words “Negro Servant of Mr. John Wheatley” on the 
frontispiece, ultimately leads to death, as Claudius, Susanna Wheatley, 
and the Countess of Huntingdon know. 

Odell’s picking “On RECOLLECTION” to prove Wheatley’s mne-
monic inferiority is not just highly ironic. It is emblematic of param-
nesia. Odell’s image of mental inferiority, coupled with the image of 
groveling gratefulness to patronage, present the essential frames to the 
image of blackness that enables the paramnesiac reader to trap them-
selves within the security of their autobiographical readings. Just as 
Wheatley dedicates her Poems on Various Subjects to the Countess 
of Huntingdon and Baldwin dedicates Go Tell It On The Mountain to 
his mother and father, Larsen dedicates Passing to Carl Van Vechten. 
Like Carl Van Vechten was fascinated by black artistic expression, 
Wentworth is fascinated by Clare’s beauty. This aesthetic appeal, how-
ever, is clarified and defined in specifically racialized terms in a conver-
sation between Irene and Wentworth about Clare. Echoing the critical 
obsession around Wheatley’s status as a curiosity, Wentworth refers 
to “fascinatingly handsome” Hazelton as an example of someone who 
possesses “some other attraction” (55). While Wentworth cannot put a 
name to the feeling, Irene provides a definition based in paramnesia. 
When Wentworth asks Irene if she believes Hazelton is exceptionally 
handsome, Irene says she does not and expresses her belief that other 
women don’t either, at least “not honestly.” Instead, according to Irene, 
these readers feel “a kind of emotional excitement. You know, the 
sort of thing you feel in the presence of something strange, and even, 
perhaps, a bit repugnant to you; something so different that it’s really 
at the opposite end of the pole from all your accustomed notions of 
beauty” (55, emphasis mine). Honest attraction, to Irene, has nothing 
to do with the “text.” Irene exposes here Wentworth’s modifier, “fas-



Tristan Striker

160

cinatingly,” as a symptom of his paramnesia. What Wentworth finds 
fascinating is not Hazelton himself, but the image of blackness, the 
hypersexualized, eroticized, and primitivized image of black sexuality 
that Wentworth mistakes for the real Hazelton in front of him. 

Inevitably, and as if by deus ex machina, Clare comes into sight and 
Wentworth’s paramnesia manifests itself. Irene, already untethered 
from her own paramnesia, begins to see through Wentworth’s. As if 
trying to hail her into his vision of racialized beauty, Wentworth ex-
presses his attraction to Clare as “a case in point” of the “other” that 
is impossible to define.3 However, when he expresses his uncertainty 
about Clare’s racial status, Wentworth conflates this “other [read: ra-
cialized] attraction” with his unracialized attraction, a key turning 
point that betrays not only his inability to “tell the sheep from the 
goats,” but also his inability to separate the image of “fascinatingly 
handsome” blackness from the reality of Clare’s beauty in front of him. 
Irene pushes this further into a clear critique of Wentworth by com-
menting that white people cannot “‘pass’ for coloured” (55-6). When 
Wentworth responds, “Never thought of that,” Irene asks the impor-
tant question: “Why should you?” Irene is “slippin’” Wentworth and 
continues to do so when she assures him she is not: “Not you, Hugh. 
I’m too fond of you. And you’re too sincere” (56). Irene’s playful decon-
struction of Wentworth’s racial voyeurism echoes the very real criti-
cism leveled against men like Van Vechten and those who befriended 
them, including Larsen. Because of her own dissipating paramnesia, 
Irene begins to see the paramnesia that shapes Wentworth’s self-per-
ception as a patron for black artists. 

Davis’s defense of Proust’s alchemy, his ability to transform life into 
art, hinges on the implication that autobiography does not perform 
this alchemy. This assertion is dubious even for those who acknowledge 
that their autobiographies are not the same as fiction, but it becomes 
dangerous when authors have no choice in how their art is read as au-
tobiographical even when it is not. Where authors like Proust are free 
to indulge in a radical illegibility and the buffer it creates between their 
art and their life, authors of African descent like Wheatley, Baldwin, 
and Larsen are not accorded such luxuries. However, this does not 
mean that these authors did not indulge. In fact, as the hermeneu-
tics of paramnesia have demonstrated, radical illegibility is untouched 
by the false recognition of the reader. Wheatley, Larsen, and Baldwin 
create textual Beings that exist not only beyond their own names, but 
also beyond the names given to them by paramnesiac readers. 
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Notes
1. Several essays read the letters as manifestations of Clare. Most notably, 
Miriam Thaggert’s “Nella Larsen’s Passing and the Rhinelander Case” con-
nects these letters to reading, legibility, and Clare’s indeterminacy. However, 
Thaggert’s article uses these letters to build a case for the performativity of 
race, while I would add to this reading one where the letters tie Clare and Irene 
to paramnesia and illegibility. 

2. Frances Yates’s The Art of Memory traces how memory is linked to virtue 
throughout Western metaphysics. 

3. Lori Harrison-Kahan offers a thorough discussion of hailing and interpolat-
ing in Passing in “Her ‘Nig’: Returning the Gaze of Nella Larsen’s Passing,” 
focusing primarily on how racial performance and taking on the role of “female 
spectator” “destabilizes the gaze” of Bellew’s whiteness (111). 
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Fatal Categorizations: Disappearance and 
the Rigidity of American Racialization in
Nella Larsen’s Passing and Jamie Ford’s 
Hotel on the Corner of Bitter and Sweet

Emanuela Kucik

In this country, American means white. Everybody else has to hyphenate.

– Toni Morrison1

Introduction 
In countries and crises across the world, refugees and other persecuted 
populations are often forced to “pass”2 as members of different racial or 
ethnic groups to secure safety in a range of life-threatening situations. 
And yet, the plights of these groups are not typically analyzed through 
the phenomenon of “passing,” a concept that, in many cases, refers to 
members of an oppressed group attempting to present themselves as 
part of a different population as a means of survival. Nella Larsen’s 1929 
novel, Passing, grapples directly with the complexities of this practice 
in relation to Black Americans, but the novel is also useful for exam-
ining those complexities regarding other groups. For instance, how 
might using Passing to unravel the nuances of the dire situations facing 
the aforementioned refugees and persecuted populations around the 
globe help us understand their predicaments in new ways? From a 
domestic perspective, how can Passing allow us to re-examine and 
re-conceptualize the plights of numerous American groups--such as 
Japanese Americans during World War II--who have been deprived of 
their citizenship and human rights due to widespread beliefs that they 
were not white enough to be considered protected American citizens? 
To begin answering these questions using specific textual examples and 
to remain inside the borders of the American framework within which 
Larsen’s novel operates, this article tethers Passing with questions of 
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war, citizenship, and a broader discourse of American racialization 
by using Passing to analyze Jamie Ford’s novel about Japanese intern-
ment, Hotel on the Corner of Bitter and Sweet (2009), and to read the 
latter as a passing novel. In our current moment, a multitude of popu-
lations within the United States are being racialized in ways intended 
to categorize them as “un-American,” with the clear implication that 
“American” identity is predicated upon whiteness; as Toni Morrison 
notes in the epigraph, everyone but white Americans must hyphenate 
their identities (or hyphenate for all intents and purposes by adding a 
qualifier, even when a hyphen is not literally used). Considering this 
current crisis, in which groups deemed “un-American” are then sub-
jected to a multitude of abuses and discriminatory practices, it is cru-
cial to revisit Larsen’s novel in 2019 to remind ourselves of the long his-
tory and devastating ramifications of said racialization and to use the 
work as a lens for examining contemporary literature, such as Ford’s 
novel, that sheds light on the detrimental impact of American racial-
ization and categorization on groups that are not typically examined 
within the realm of “passing” discourse.  

Rather than simply elucidating the mechanics of “passing,” Larsen’s 
novel both provides a probing exploration of the problems inherent 
within the practice and challenges understandings of what, exactly, 
constitutes “passing.” Larsen’s ambiguous use of the novel’s title to po-
tentially refer to racial, sexual, and/or class-based “passing” puts forth 
an expanded interpretation of the phenomenon and highlights how 
rigid categorizations impact multiple aspects of people’s identities. Put 
differently, Larsen produces a capacious depiction of the concept of 
“passing” and illuminates the need for broader, flexible, multi-faceted 
understandings of identity in numerous areas. While one could con-
duct a study of this capaciousness by concentrating on any number 
of identity categories, I focus primarily on the racialized elements of 
Passing, as those aspects connect most directly with Ford’s novel and 
its presentation of racial and national identities as multi-faceted and 
richly layered. Since discourses around multi-racial identities in the 
United States often include virulent notions of anti-Blackness, I em-
phatically note that neither Larsen’s work nor my analysis of it privi-
leges multiracial identification over Blackness. Instead, Larsen’s text 
and my interpretation highlight the beauty, depth, and heterogene-
ity of Black American culture and the benefits of eradicating systems 
predicated upon white supremacist ideologies that equate whiteness 
with American identity and violently force marginalized populations 
into rigid racialized categories intended to render them “un-American” 
and therefore outside of the parameters of protection the United States 
purportedly grants to American citizens. Based upon these tenets of 
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Larsen’s work, I specifically use her novel, not just the general con-
cept of “passing,” as the conceptual framework through which I analyze 
Ford’s Hotel as a passing novel. In particular, I focus on how Ford’s 
Japanese American and Chinese American characters enact different 
versions of Larsen’s expansive notion of the passing plot and how let-
ters exchanged between characters in both novels play a crucial role in 
the unfolding of said plots. I argue that the disappearances of charac-
ters at the end of Larsen’s novel and as a climactic part of Ford’s novel 
elucidate the problems with rigid American notions of racialization 
and remind us of the human costs of an inflexibly categorized nation 
that forces people to “pass” to survive and continues to fatally reinforce 
the delineations that ensure such deathly divisions persist. 

I construe “disappearance” as the following three scenarios: Clare 
Kendry’s death at the end of Passing, in which she physically and perma-
nently disappears from the world; the culmination of Irene Redfield’s 
psychological disintegration in the same scene, as she faints and “dis-
appears” as our narrator in a scene that is described as a drowning; and 
the disappearance of Keiko, a Japanese American girl, and her family 
in Hotel, when they are evacuated from their Seattle home and forced 
into prison camps. Ford’s novel is told in two timelines, one during 
World War II in 1942 and one in 1986. I read the World War II timeline 
in conversation with Larsen’s Passing, using my argument about disap-
pearance to demonstrate how the fate of the characters can be read as a 
passing plot in which the ultimate failure of the passing endeavor leads 
to devastating consequences. In juxtaposition, I read the 1986 timeline 
and its “happy ending” as a recuperation of the aforementioned devas-
tation, arguing that the resolution presented in the 1986 plotline comes 
only after the narrator, Henry Lee, embraces his dual identities as both 
Chinese and American. In making these arguments, I divide the article 
into two distinct parts. The first section analyzes Larsen’s critique of 
the rigidity of American racial categories through an analysis of not 
only the expected death of the prototypical “passing” character, Clare, 
but also of the ways that Larsen uses Clare’s character to precipitate the 
psychological disintegration of Irene. I emphasize how the eventual 
dissolution of both characters, and, in particular, Irene’s progressive 
psychological disintegration throughout the novel, serves to highlight 
Larsen’s critique of the lack of expansive conceptions of racial identity 
within the United States’s dichotomous Black/White racial structure 
and its hierarchical privileging of whiteness. In the second section, 
I examine Ford’s novel through the lens of “passing,” with particular 
emphasis on the 1942 plotline and depictions of Japanese and Chinese 
Americans being forced (both implicitly and explicitly) to assimilate 
into white American culture. While the category of disappearance 



Emanuela Kucik

166

presents a solid link between the two novels, I further establish a con-
nection between the works by analyzing one of the primary methods 
through which both authors convey the stories of disappearance: the 
use of letters. Letters play an integral role in Larsen’s novel, as Clare’s 
letters to Irene—or, more accurately, Irene’s descriptions of her reac-
tions to Clare’s letters—illuminate Irene’s psychological disintegration 
and foreshadow the inevitable failure of the passing plot. Similarly, in 
Ford’s work, letters exchanged between Henry and Keiko originally 
serve as a mode of connection during Keiko’s internment, but soon 
become—or, the lack of them becomes—a representation of Keiko’s 
disappearance and the failure of the passing plot that said disappear-
ance embodies. Additionally, the recuperation of the passing plot via 
the 1986 timeline is precipitated by a letter from Keiko to Henry, there-
by further emphasizing the significance of letters as a narrative device 
that both indicates the failure of the passing plot and represents the 
healing that eventually takes place in the wake of that failure. 

Passing : Death, Disintegration, and the Fatal Conse-
quences of Rigid Categorization
The most prominent reading of Larsen’s text is as one addressing ra-
cialized “passing.”3 Yet, even within a primarily racialized reading, 
Larsen presents a complex rendering of what it means to racially 
“pass,” elucidating the problematic nature of rigid societal delinea-
tions of race and identity by intertwining the lives of her protagonists, 
Clare and Irene, in ways that result in the destruction of both women, 
although in markedly different ways. Clare and Irene, Black women 
who can “pass” as white, knew each other as children. Clare was born 
into a lower-income Black family, and her father was a janitor.4 When 
he died, she was sent to live with her white aunts; while living with 
them, she began “passing” as white. As Irene soon discovers, in the 
present-day timeline, Clare is married to a white man, John Bellew, 
who is unaware of her Black heritage, and she has a daughter whom 
she raises as white in her upper-class life. Because of her life trajec-
tory, Clare is often read as the main “passing” character in the novel, 
particularly when juxtaposed against Irene. Irene, born into a middle-
class Black family, ostensibly lives as Black as an adult as well, residing 
in Harlem with her Black husband and two sons whom they are raising 
as Black. However, Irene intentionally “passes” as white on numerous 
occasions, and she expresses severe aversions to discussing any painful 
issues facing Black communities, such as lynching and racial epithets. 
Considering Irene’s refusal to address these realities of Black life, Mary 
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Mabel Youman argues that the novel’s title actually refers to Irene. In 
“Nella Larsen’s Passing: A Study in Irony,” Youman states that the novel 
“shows that Blacks can and do lose the spiritual values of Blackness 
though they remain in a Black world. Thus, Irene Redfield [. . .] has 
more truly lost her heritage than Clare who literally removes herself 
from Black life” (337). 

Larsen’s novel opens with a letter: “It was the last letter in Irene 
Redfield’s little pile of morning mail [. . .] And there was, too, some-
thing mysterious and slightly furtive about it” (9). Irene’s description 
of the envelope’s appearance and features are our introduction to her 
character, and the paranoia present within each line—“a thin sly thing 
which bore no return address to betray the sender”—is an early, strong 
precursor to the deep paranoia that will soon consume her (9). When 
Irene notices that the letter had been postmarked in New York the pre-
vious day, she realizes that the sender, Clare, had been in New York 
recently, which, we will soon learn, is of consequence because Clare is 
living as a white woman, and her husband does not know that she has 
friends in Harlem—let alone Black friends in Harlem. Reflecting upon 
the ways that Clare’s presence in New York could indicate her stepping 
outside of the confines of whiteness that her husband believes to be 
her racial identity, Irene thinks: “[Irene] was wholly unable to com-
prehend such an attitude towards danger as she was sure the letter’s 
contents would reveal [. . .] This, she reflected, was of a piece with all 
that she knew of Clare Kendry. Stepping always on the edge of danger. 
Always aware, but not drawing back or turning aside. Certainly not 
because of any alarms or feeling of outrage on the part of others” (9). 
Thus, in this first scene, we learn about Irene primarily through the 
way she responds to the packaging of this letter, reading deep meaning 
into everything about the envelope and attributing numerous negative 
qualities to Clare on the basis of that envelope. Of equal importance, 
everything we learn about Irene here is, in some way, more about Clare 
than Irene, which establishes the precedent for the narrative that is 
about to unfold. 

While the description of the letter constitutes the novel’s first scene, 
the moment that begins the action of the novel is when Clare and Irene 
meet on the roof of Chicago’s The Drayton Hotel, as they are both “pass-
ing” for white while having tea. Despite her comfortable upper-class 
white life, Clare’s meeting with Irene ignites her interest in Harlem 
and Black life, and she begins integrating herself into Irene’s world. 
Soon after their initial encounter, Irene meets Clare’s white, racist hus-
band, Bellew. Bellew calls Clare “Nig,” a nickname he explains by stat-
ing that Clare keeps “‘getting darker’”: “‘I tell her if she don’t look out, 
she’ll wake up one of these days and find she’s turned into a nigger’” 
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(39). After this harrowing meeting, Irene receives her first letter from 
Clare, which ends with “it may be [. . .] that, after all, your way may 
be the wiser and infinitely happier one” (47). Irene distances herself 
from Clare following this meeting and ignores the letter entirely, lead-
ing to a second letter from Clare, which is the one that opens the novel. 
This second letter explains that Clare is “lonely, so lonely” and reads, 
in part: “You can’t know how in this pale life of mine I am all the time 
seeing the bright pictures of that other that I once thought I was glad 
to be free of [. . .] It’s like an ache, a pain that never ceases” (11). In 
an apparent attempt to ease her loneliness and re-establish a connec-
tion with Irene, Clare soon begins paying frequent visits to Irene and 
her husband, Brian, attending parties and dances in Harlem (11). The 
more time Clare spends with Irene’s husband, the more jealous Irene 
becomes, and the more she wishes Clare would exit her life—a wish 
precipitated by how Clare’s presence forces Irene to grapple with issues 
associated with Blackness, such as anti-Black violence and language, 
that she has hitherto been able to ignore. Although these two letters 
are the only ones we see in the novel, they highlight the main conflict 
of the narrative: Irene’s psychological disintegration, which is precipi-
tated by Clare’s entrance into her life, due to the ways in which Clare’s 
presence forces Irene to face the violent elements of Black life that she 
has previously escaped discussing. 

Irene’s unwillingness to discuss problems facing lower-income 
Black communities and those whose complexions preclude “passing” 
presents a complex ground for analysis. As Youman notes, while Irene’s 
“husband is agonizingly aware of the pressures of being Black [,] Irene 
willfully ignores them” (339). One evening, Brian tells the family of 
a lynching he had read about in the newspaper, and he tells his sons 
that Black people are both hated and feared in America. After their 
sons leave the room, Irene tells Brian that it was “inexcusable” for him 
to discuss lynching with them (103). Irene states that she wants her 
children to have a happy childhood that is free of such knowledge, but 
Brian informs her that such freedom is impossible for Black children in 
America, arguing: “What was the use of our trying to keep them from 
learning the word ‘nigger’ and its connotation? They found out [. . .] 
Because somebody called Junior a dirty nigger” (103). Neither Brian nor 
Irene concedes, and the argument ends with Irene wondering whether 
Brian and Clare are having an affair, a leap that betrays her impending 
psychological disintegration and speaks to her status as an unreliable 
narrator. In the course of their argument, Brian states that he gave up 
his hopes of moving to Brazil because Irene told him to, but that he 
draws the line at not informing his children of the reality of Black life 
in the United States: “I wanted to get them out of this hellish place 
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years ago. You wouldn’t let me. I gave up the idea, because you ob-
jected. Don’t expect me to give up everything” (104). Irene does not link 
Brian’s statement about “giving up everything” to their conversation 
about race in America, but, instead, she links it to Clare: “What had 
[his words] meant? [. . .] Clare Kendry? Surely, she was going mad with 
fear and suspicion. She must not work herself up. She must not!” (104) 
Irene’s reference to the possibility of her “going mad” both highlights 
just how far she has psychologically disintegrated and portends how 
much further she will disintegrate, while simultaneously warning us 
that she might already be in a state of “madness.” While it is difficult 
to definitively ascertain how much of the earlier portions of the text 
we are to infer were (unreliably) narrated through the lens of Irene’s 
“madness,” her unstable mental state becomes increasingly clear as the 
story moves forward.  

The more Clare pushes herself into Irene’s life, the more Irene suf-
fers from paranoia. One day, Brian and Irene have a disagreement 
about Clare’s intelligence—or, according to Irene, the lack thereof. 
When Brian reveals that he has invited Clare over for their tea party, 
Irene suddenly “crie[s] out: ‘But, Brian, I --’ and stop[s], amazed at the 
fierce anger that had blazed up in her” (89). Irene notes that “Brian’s 
head came round with a jerk,” “his brows lifted in an odd surprise,” 
and he performed a “little straightening motion of the shoulders” that 
resembled “a man drawing himself up to receive a blow” (89). At this 
point, Irene concretely decides that Brian and Clare are having an 
affair, noting that “her fright was like a scarlet spear of terror leaping 
at her heart. Clare Kendry! So that was it! Impossible. It couldn’t be” 
(89). Though it is possible that Brian and Clare are having an affair, 
textual evidence never confirms nor denies this, and it is heavily in-
sinuated that Irene is suffering from paranoia. It is entirely possible 
that Irene can both suffer from paranoia and be correct about the affair, 
but the validity of the affair is unimportant in analyzing Irene’s mental 
status: the crucial element is that, if we take what is written to be the 
sum total of Irene’s evidence, then the conclusion she draws about the 
affair is unsubstantiated. At the tea party, Irene reflects that she has 
“an almost uncontrollable impulse to laugh, to scream, to hurl things 
about. She wanted, suddenly, to shock people, to hurt them, to make 
them notice her, to be aware of her suffering” (92). Irene’s “uncontrol-
lable impulse to laugh” mirrors a scene from two years prior when Irene 
had dinner with Clare and Bellew, and the “joke” of Clare’s nickname, 
“Nig,” caused Irene to laugh uncontrollably. Thus, whenever Irene 
spends time with Clare, she begins to unravel; moreover, her unravel-
ing reaches new heights as she convinces herself that Clare and Brian 
are engaging in an affair. During the course of the party, Brian’s ances-
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tors’ cup shatters, a scene that foreshadows Clare’s death. While the 
scene certainly anticipates Clare’s impending death, it also indicates 
Irene’s shattering psyche, foregrounding and foreshadowing the total-
ity of her disintegration. 

The more Irene tries to convince herself there was no affair, the more 
she obsesses over it, and the more desperate she becomes to remove 
Clare from her life. However, she tells herself that she cannot reveal 
Clare to Bellew. Suddenly, because of Clare, Irene feels overburdened 
by her Blackness: “Irene Redfield wished, for the first time in her life, 
that she had not been born a Negro. For the first time she suffered and 
rebelled because she was unable to disregard the burden of race [. . .] It 
was a brutality, and undeserved” (98). Although Irene has continually 
declared herself loyal to Blackness, she only recognizes the purported 
plight of that decision when Clare comes into her life and, in Irene’s 
mind, begins an affair with her husband. Although Irene longs to get 
rid of Clare, she cannot tell Clare’s husband that Clare is Black be-
cause that would violate codes of protection amongst Black people—
or, more accurately, as Irene says later, “if Clare was freed, anything 
might happen” (108). Thus, even in Irene’s most “racially conscious” 
moment, her consciousness extends only as far as her own experience, 
as she does not truly recognize the many sufferings of Black people but 
recognizes only the perceived sufferings that relate to “passing” and her 
inability to reveal Clare’s Blackness to her husband.

Irene ends up seeing Bellew in Harlem when she is not “passing” 
as white, and he determines that she is Black—a determination that, 
we soon learn, leads to his suspicion that Clare, too, is Black. Irene 
obsesses about telling Brian and Clare, but she tells neither. Irene asks 
Clare if she has thought about Bellew discovering her Blackness, to 
which Clare replies that, yes, she has thought about it—and then she 
smiles. Irene’s increasing disintegration is revealed through her reac-
tion to Clare’s “yes” and accompanying smile. Suddenly, Irene experi-
ences not only psychological symptoms, but physical maladies: “that 
smile and the quiet resolution of that one word, ‘yes,’ filled Irene with a 
primitive paralysing dread. Her hands were numb, her feet like ice, her 
heart like a stone weight. Even her tongue was like a heavy dying thing” 
(105). In addition to the aforementioned symptoms of physical illness, 
Irene’s break from reality is further exemplified through her reaction 
to Clare explaining that Bellew finding out about her Blackness would 
free her to live in Harlem. Clare’s statement prompts Irene to stop 
trying to convince herself “to believe, to hope, that nothing irrevocable 
had been consummated” and to definitively acknowledge (to herself) 
that “everything had happened” (106). This sudden clarity about the 
consummation of the affair is prompted by nothing other than Clare 
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saying she would move to Harlem, a statement that seems in line with 
Clare’s fascination with Harlem thus far. As far as we can tell, Clare 
has expressed no specific interest in Brian, but, rather, in Harlem as a 
whole; in fact, she seems more interested in spending time with Irene 
than Brian. Nonetheless, Clare’s statement solidifies Irene’s suspicions 
about the purported affair.

Toward the conclusion, as Irene, Brian, and Clare travel to the fateful 
final party, Brian asks Clare if she has ever gone up “by nigger-power” 
(stairs), a joke that Clare responds to by laughing heartily and explain-
ing that she has because her father used to be a janitor (108). However, 
Clare quickly makes it clear that she no longer walks up stairs. This ex-
change reminds us that Clare had a lower-class Black upbringing with 
which Irene cannot identify; at the same time, Clare’s comment that 
she no longer climbs the stairs reminds us of the stakes of her “passing” 
and just how far up the socio-economic ladder she has climbed. After 
they reach the party, Bellew discovers Clare, bursting in and calling her 
a “nigger, a damned dirty nigger!” (111). At this point, confusion ensues: 
Clare is standing by the window with a “faint smile on her full, red lips, 
and in her shining eyes. It was that smile that maddened Irene. She 
ran across the room, her terror tinged with ferocity, and laid a hand on 
Clare’s bare arm. One thought possessed her. She couldn’t have Clare 
Kendry cast aside by Bellew. She couldn’t have her free” (111). We are 
not privy to the facts of what happened next, as Irene “never afterwards 
allowed herself to remember,” but we are told that “one moment Clare 
had been there, a vital glowing thing, like a flame of red and gold. The 
next she was gone” (111). Although there are debates over who or what 
actually caused Clare to fall out of the window, one of the most promi-
nent theories is that Irene pushed her, a theory to which I subscribe, 
as it indicates the culmination of Irene’s psychological deterioration.5 
After Clare dies, “Irene wasn’t sorry,” and she wonders, with horror, if 
Clare might still be alive, an idea that she describes as “so terrifying, so 
horrible, that she had had to grasp hold of the banister to save herself 
from pitching downwards. A cold perspiration drenched her shaking 
body. Her breath came short in sharp and painful gasps. What if Clare 
was not dead? She felt nauseated, as much at the idea of the glorious 
body mutilated as from fear” (111, 113). 

From the moment of Clare’s fall, Irene’s psychological disintegra-
tion once again affects her physical being: she experiences cold sweats, 
trouble breathing, and nausea, which soon culminate in her blacking 
out entirely. When Irene finds out that Clare has died, she “struggle[s] 
against the sob of thankfulness that [rises] in her throat,” and when 
she is questioned about it, she faints: “Through the great heaviness 
that submerged and drowned her she was dimly conscious of strong 
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arms lifting her up. Then everything was dark” (113-14). Irene’s black-
ing out is described as a death: she is “submerged,” she “drowns,” she 
is “lifted up” (recalling imagery of being lifted into Heaven), and then 
“everything was dark” (113-14). If the narrative had ended here, many 
readers might have interrepted these lines as an indication of Irene’s 
death. However, Irene does wake up, and her death cannot be read lit-
erally.6 Nonetheless, although she physically survives the “drowning,” 
her blackout can still be read as a metaphorical death that represents 
the culmination of the failure of her life as both a self-identified ra-
cially-conscious Black woman and, in various moments, as a “passing” 
figure. Through the dissolution of both women in this final scene and 
the complex intersections of their lives throughout the novel, Larsen 
highlights how America’s rigid racialized structure and privileging of 
whiteness dangerously denies both women access to a capacious con-
ception of Blackness that would encompass the various components of 
their identities. Clare is initially able to live as white in some moments 
and Black in others, but she dies the moment her worlds collide—
when her white husband finds her in Black Harlem. Irene is unable 
to live contentedly in either world for most of the novel, suffering a 
psychological deterioration that only escalates the more Clare enters 
her life and inevitably forces her to acknowledge the dichotomous, 
racialized nation in which she lives and what that dichotomy means 
for her as a Black woman who does not want to consider the realities 
of anti-Black sentiments that she does not personally encounter due 
to her appearance and socioeconomic status. This acknowledgment 
of the true stakes of the inflexibility of racial categorizations proves 
too much for Irene’s psyche to handle by the novel’s conclusion, as the 
revelations produced by Clare’s presence in her life ultimately shatter 
what remains of her sense of security and mental stability.

Hotel on the Corner of Bitter and Sweet: The Passing 
Plot and Japanese American Internment 
Larsen’s critique of rigidly enforced societal categorizations allows us 
to (re-)examine other texts through the lens of “passing” to further 
elucidate both how unyielding racial delineations are central facets of 
America’s hierarchical organizing principles and how reading contem-
porary texts as passing novels can illuminate the deathly repercussions 
of a society that often makes “passing” necessary for survival. Jamie 
Ford’s 2009 novel, Hotel on the Corner of Bitter and Sweet, is one of 
these texts. The two works are different in marked ways, including 
their dates of publication and the timelines of their stories: Larsen’s 
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text emerged during the Harlem Renaissance, and the events of the 
novel take place within the same time frame, while Ford’s novel was 
produced in the early twenty-first century and takes place both during 
World War II and at the end of the twentieth century. And yet, their 
intersections are significant, as Larsen’s novel provides a framework 
for understanding themes that abound in Ford’s work, including the 
significance of the multiplicity of identities that can exist within one 
person and the need for embracing both nuanced and expansive no-
tions of identity. Moreover, in understanding how Larsen’s Passing 
highlights the danger of America’s enforcement of rigid racialized cat-
egories, we witness how her novel provides the ideal foundation for 
examining how those dangers are presented in other novels that might 
not be read as passing novels upon first glance—novels such as Ford’s. 

Ford’s Hotel depicts the events that occurred leading up to and 
during Japanese American internment from the perspective of mem-
bers of Seattle’s Chinese American and Japanese American popula-
tions. Ford’s narrator is Henry Lee, a Chinese American character 
whose story is told in two timelines: 1942 and 1986. In the 1942 plotline, 
as a young boy living in Seattle during World War II, Henry forms a 
deep friendship with his Japanese American classmate, Keiko Okabe, 
who, along with her family, is soon forced into internment camps, leav-
ing Henry to spend the following decades wondering what became of 
her life. The 1942 plotline illustrates the depths of the bond between 
Henry and Keiko, while the 1986 plot follows Henry through his search 
to find items Keiko and her family left behind and, ultimately, to dis-
cover whether Keiko is still alive. I read the 1942 plotline as a passing 
novel, since a significant portion of that timeline is concerned with the 
ways that Asian Americans during World War II were forced to enact 
different versions of “passing” to survive; specifically, I focus on the 
novel’s depictions of how Chinese and Japanese Americans attempt-
ed to assimilate into white American culture as a mode of protection 
against the racist climate and how their inability to do so represents 
a failed passing plot. Henry constantly struggles with his inability to 
fully blend into white American culture due to his Chinese heritage, 
and Keiko and her family continually attempt to highlight the ways 
that their American identity takes precedent over their Japanese heri-
tage; nonetheless, they are forcibly evacuated to prison camps, thus 
“disappearing” from the narrative in ways that mirror the conclusion 
of Larsen’s novel. I then read the 1986 plotline as a resolution to the 
devastation of the passing plot enacted in 1942, as Henry comes to ap-
preciate his Chinese heritage and his ability to be both Chinese and 
American, and Keiko seemingly does the same regarding her Japanese 
heritage and her identity as both Japanese and American. After coming 
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to this understanding about the duality of his identity, Henry reunites 
with Keiko, thereby undoing the failure of the passing plot and high-
lighting the novel’s emphasis on the benefits of less rigidly enforced—
and more expansive—racial and national categories. Additionally, I 
highlight how letters play a crucial role in Ford’s Hotel, as they act as 
the crux of both the failure of the passing plot in the 1942 plotline and 
the recuperation of it in the 1986 plotline. 

The first time we meet Henry, he is a child in 1942, and the title 
of the chapter is “I am Chinese.” The chapter opens by telling us that 
Henry “stopped talking to his parents when he was twelve years old” 
because they instructed him to stop speaking Chinese. Due to World 
War II, they were “desperate for [Henry] to learn English. Which only 
made Henry more confused when his father pinned a button to his 
school shirt that read, ‘I am Chinese.’ The contrast seemed absurd” 
(12). This opening scene sets up the paradoxes that will define Henry’s 
experiences throughout the 1942 plotline—his parents’ determination 
that Henry present himself as “American” by speaking only English and 
their simultaneous attempts to make sure he distinguishes himself as 
Chinese from Japanese Americans during the volatile anti-Japanese cli-
mate of World War II. Henry ends up living in a state of perpetual iso-
lation, as he cannot communicate with his parents because they do not 
speak English, and he is continually singled out as Chinese in his white 
school. Additionally, Henry’s father “hated the Japanese” because of 
the tumultuous relationship between Japan and China (14). To the great 
dismay of his father, Henry’s isolation at school ends by his blooming 
friendship with Keiko, a new student who happens to be of Japanese 
heritage. As Henry and Keiko become acquainted, Keiko tells Henry 
that she is “Japanese. But American first,” a refrain she repeats through-
out the novel, making manifest that she and her family feel they must 
continually clarify that their Japanese heritage does not preclude their 
American identity (24). When Henry asks why Keiko is so intent on 
such an identification, she leads him to her neighborhood. Everywhere 
Henry looks, he sees Japanese shops with smashed windows. Despite 
the American flags hanging from all the shop doors, white Americans 
had violently demonstrated their beliefs that their Japanese American 
neighbors were Japanese and, therefore, could not be American. Thus, 
although Keiko takes Henry to her neighborhood to convince him why 
it is essential that she identify as American, the scene’s most poignant 
revelation is that the very reason why it is imperative that Keiko iden-
tify as American—because her safety as a Japanese American depends 
upon it—highlights the extent to which white Americans considered 
Japanese Americans to be both foreigners and enemies. 
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Keiko’s American identity comes into play again when Henry 
memorizes a phrase in Japanese to impress her. Upon Henry’s deliv-
ery, Keiko reveals that she doesn’t speak Japanese because “they don’t 
even teach it anymore at the Japanese school [. . .] My mom and dad 
speak it, but they wanted me to learn only English” (32). And yet, de-
spite Keiko’s family’s attempts at protecting their daughter by limit-
ing her engagement with Japanese language, these efforts prove futile 
as anti-Japanese sentiment continues to grow. Fearing for their safety, 
the Japanese American communities of Puget Sound begin burning 
their belongings that linked them with their Japanese heritage. As the 
fires burn, Henry is told by a photographer that “They arrested more 
[Japanese] people last night [. . .] People are getting rid of anything that 
might connect them to the war [. . .] People are burning photos of their 
parents, of their families [. . .] I burned my own wedding photos” (74). 
Keiko and her family are soon forced into one of the camps, as their 
Japanese heritage automatically precludes their American identity be-
cause said identity is predicated not upon citizenship, but upon prox-
imity to whiteness. Through help from multiple adults, Henry is able to 
locate Keiko, and he poses as Japanese to sneak into the camp to see her. 
Henry notes that “for once in his life, there was a benefit to Caucasian 
people thinking that he was one of them—that he was Japanese” (226). 
In these moments, Henry’s successful “passing” as Japanese allows him 
to temporarily achieve his goal: not allowing Keiko to disappear from 
his life. While he is in the camp with Keiko’s family, the Okabes tell 
Henry the story of a Japanese American man who was shot and killed 
in the camps. Henry asks Mr. Okabe why they don’t rebel, and he re-
sponds with what I perceive as a riff on Langston Hughes’s “I, Too, am 
America” that further links the novel with discourses of Blackness and 
citizenship: “Loyalty. We’re still loyal to the United States of America. 
Why? Because we too are Americans” (229). 

This proclamation of loyalty to the United States is one of the last 
times in which we see the Okabes. Prior to this point, Henry and Keiko 
have been sending each other weekly letters. Receiving Keiko’s letters 
is the highlight of Henry’s day every time he receives one, and not re-
ceiving a letter derails his day to perhaps an even greater extent. For 
Henry, every letter received from Keiko means that she is alive and that 
she can be contacted, even if only at a prison camp. After Henry’s afore-
mentioned visit, Keiko’s letters suddenly no longer seem to be reach-
ing him, and she eventually disappears from Henry’s life. It is later re-
vealed that Henry’s father intercepted both Keiko’s and Henry’s letters 
to thwart their relationship in what he thought was a gesture of pro-
tection for Henry. Keiko’s disappearance from Henry’s life is gradual, 
much like Irene’s deterioration. First, Keiko is evacuated from Seattle, 
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but she and Henry exchange weekly letters and see each other when 
Henry comes to the camps; then, their letters stop reaching each other, 
and, eventually, they have no contact at all. 

As more time lapses between Keiko’s letters, the disappearance por-
tion of the text begins, as the failure of the passing plots of the previous 
pages culminates in the separation of Henry and Keiko via the termina-
tion of their letter correspondence. Soon, Henry slips into a depression 
precipitated by Keiko’s absence, which is represented by the disappear-
ance of her letters. Henry eventually receives another letter from Keiko, 
one which further emphasizes the presence of the passing plot through 
its descriptions of additional attempts by the United States government 
to force Japanese Americans to renounce their Japanese identities and 
assert their American ones by signing “loyalty oaths” and enlisting in 
the United States military. Keiko’s letter notes that “some [of the men], 
like [her] dad, had signed up immediately, so eager to prove their loy-
alty. Others became resisters, refusing to sign; the worst of them were 
taken away and imprisoned somewhere else” (245). Since Henry is our 
narrator, we do not see the daily lives of Keiko and her family in the 
camps, but we hear of the disappearances of many of the men through 
forced enlistment or imprisonment due to resisting enlistment—dis-
appearances that parallel Keiko’s increasingly reduced presence in 
Henry’s life. Moreover, since we receive our information about Keiko 
through Henry’s narrations, Keiko and her family are subjected to a 
double disappearance in the novel. When Keiko lived in Seattle with 
Henry, we saw her almost every day, just as Henry did; however, intern-
ment changes that. Yet, the forced removal to the camps is only one 
level of the disappearance of the Okabes; the second layer is depicted 
through the letters. After they were interned, the Okabes appeared oc-
casionally in the narrative through the stolen moments between Henry 
and the family when Henry sneaks into the camps, but they mainly 
appeared through Keiko’s letters. Thus, when Keiko’s letters stop ar-
riving, the Okabes vanish from the narrative again, as the letters were 
the main element keeping Keiko and her family in the novel, and the 
ceasing of those letters represents the permanence of their disappear-
ance in the 1942 plotline in a way that their original disappearance via 
the forced relocations did not. 

To further solidify the idea that the end of the letter communication 
represents the truest sense of loss and disappearance in the novel thus 
far, it is the disappearance of that communication that forces Henry to 
accept that Keiko is gone from his life. When she was originally evacu-
ated, Henry was despondent, but he then regained hope, formulated 
a plan to sneak in to see her, and communicated with her via letter-
writing. While Henry and Keiko’s connection was weakened when she 
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and her family were imprisoned, it seems completely severed when 
their letters stop reaching each other. By 1945, Keiko has all but entirely 
disappeared from Henry’s life. Henry notes how, in her early letters, 
Keiko had wanted updates on her home in Seattle, and he “had slowly 
broken to her that little remained of what she’d once called home. She 
never seemed to believe that it could disappear like that, in such a short 
amount of time [. . .] How could it be gone?” (247) Henry’s reflection 
on the disappearance of Keiko’s neighborhood parallels the disappear-
ance of Keiko herself, as Henry ultimately cannot believe that she, too, 
could suddenly be gone. Upon realizing that Keiko would most likely 
never return to Seattle, Henry writes her one last letter, which the post 
office clerk eventually returns, saying that it was marked “Return to 
Sender” (255). Resigning himself to the idea that Keiko has moved on 
(although he later discovers it was his father who was hoarding their 
letters), Henry eventually falls in love with and marries the post office 
clerk, who is a Chinese American woman named Ethel. 

In the 1986 timeline, we learn that Ethel died of cancer six months 
before the novel begins and that she and Henry had a son named Marty 
and a life together in which they embraced the duality of their identi-
ties as Chinese and American. Through various details, such as Henry’s 
decision to honor the Chinese cultural practice of caring for the sick 
in their homes by refusing to move Ethel to an assisted living facility, 
we learn how Henry has grown to view his Chinese heritage as an inte-
gral element of his identity that can exist alongside the life in America 
he has always known. Marty’s character, in particular, represents a key 
element of the recuperation of the 1942 failure of the passing plot, as 
we learn that Henry feels Marty is as American as one can be, and also 
maintains elements of his Chinese heritage. In a scene that embodies 
the ultimate abandonment of the failed passing plot and highlights the 
multiplicity of cultures represented in Marty, one day, Henry “thought 
about his Chinese son, engaged to his Caucasian girlfriend, driving 
around in a Japanese car. Henry’s own father must have been spinning 
in his grave” (266). Additionally, Marty’s successful representation 
of Chinese American identity is depicted in scenes of Marty and his 
white American fiancée, Samantha, warmly listening to Henry’s stories 
of his life as a Chinese American boy who fell in love with a Japanese 
American girl—a stark contrast to the terrifying stories of Japanese 
bombings that Henry’s father told him about his own life as a young 
boy growing up in China. In another instance in which Marty repre-
sents the undoing of the failure of the passing plot from the 1942 time-
line, Henry describes visiting Marty at Seattle University and seeing 
on his shelves “a Chinese tea service and a set of porcelain rice bowls 
that had been given to [Henry] and Ethel for their wedding” (267). This 
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scene marks the ways that Marty has held onto his Chinese heritage 
while obtaining an American education, a balance Henry had always 
struggled to find, as we see in our early introductions to him as a young 
child who is isolated at his white American school because of his Asian 
American identity (I say Asian American because his white classmates 
consistently conflated Chinese and Japanese people). During this visit, 
Marty encourages Henry to look for Keiko, arguing that “she was taken 
from you. She didn’t want to leave and you didn’t want her to go” (267). 
Marty and Samantha use the Internet to locate Keiko, who now lives in 
New York City, and they buy Henry a ticket to visit her. 

Through her contact with Marty and Samantha, Keiko sends Henry 
a letter, presenting one of the most poignant recuperations of the dev-
astation wielded in the 1942 plotline, as the culmination of the failure 
of that passing plot was Keiko’s disappearance via her vanishing letters. 
In the 1986 letter, Keiko reveals that she hopes Henry will think of her, 
as she thinks of him often. This letter prompts the “happy ending” of 
the novel, as the letter convinces Henry to go to New York to see Keiko, 
who is now a widow. As the novel concludes, Henry travels to Keiko’s 
doorstep. Shocked and delighted to see him, Keiko lets him inside, and 
they begin to reminisce. In yet another indication of the subversion 
of the passing plot, Henry notes that Keiko’s apartment is decorated 
with drawings of both Japan and the United States, of Japanese cherry 
blossoms and ume trees and American prison camps and Seattle jazz 
recordings, reflections of a life of multiplicity, a life of merged cultures 
and experiences. Moreover, the novel’s last two lines begin with Keiko 
repeating the Japanese phrase that Henry had uttered to her all those 
years ago, when she responded by telling him that she did not speak 
Japanese. By ending on Keiko uttering this Japanese phrase, the novel 
reveals that not only has Henry reached the point where he embraces 
the multiple levels of his identity, but so has Keiko. We never receive 
the story of Keiko’s life over the past forty years, but so much is signaled 
in her happily relaying this one Japanese phrase, just as so much was 
represented by her earlier inability to understand it. Thus, in reigniting 
her relationship with Henry and filling her apartment with images of 
both Japan and America, Keiko also fills in some of the details of her 
life over the past four decades. These small details allow us to envision 
the larger ones in our minds; they allow us to imagine that Keiko has 
lived a life of experiences derived from a multicultural identity that 
will only continue to grow richer as she reunites with Henry for the 
next phase of both of their lives—lives that can now intertwine and 
thrive together outside of the confines and devastation of broken shop 
windows, burned photographs, forced relocations, internment camps, 



South Atlantic Review

179

and the fatal system of rigid racializations those moments both reflect 
and represent. 

Conclusion
The potential lethalness of American systems of categorization are de-
picted throughout both Larsen’s Harlem Renaissance novel and Ford’s 
twenty-first century narrative. In Passing, Clare does not survive her at-
tempts at “passing”; her body and life shatter the moment her multiple 
worlds collide when her husband finds her in Harlem. Irene survives 
physically, but she does not fare much better as a whole; by the time 
of Clare’s death, Irene’s psyche is as shattered as Clare’s body. In Hotel, 
Keiko and her family physically survive internment, but they are forc-
ibly removed from their homes and lives, forced to witness the murder 
of a fellow Japanese American in the camps, live behind barbed wire, 
burn their Japanese possessions and all remnants of their ancestry, 
pledge loyalty to the same nation that was imprisoning them, and, ul-
timately, are unable to return to their homes because they were burned 
to the ground. In a mirror of Larsen’s passing plot, as Clare and Irene 
struggle and fail to live within strictly delineated societal boundaries, 
Keiko’s family strives to prove their American identities according to 
the system that equates American with whiteness. Yet, due to their 
Japanese heritage, none of the Okabes’ efforts are enough to save them 
from imprisonment. Young Henry also struggles within this suffocat-
ing system of racial categorizations and privileging of whiteness; he 
attempts, in vain, to distance himself from his Chinese heritage while 
at his white school and struggles to identify distinctly as Chinese when 
mistaken for Japanese. Ultimately, he ends up depressed and feeling 
fragmented in numerous ways. However, in the 1986 plotline of Hotel, 
in a recuperative ending that Clare and Irene never receive, Henry has 
grappled with the disappearance of Keiko and the duality of his iden-
tity, ultimately marrying a Chinese American woman whom he loves 
dearly, raising a Chinese American son, Marty, who successfully identi-
fies as both Chinese and American, and supporting his son as he mar-
ries a white American woman. In turn, after Ethel’s death, Marty and 
his fiancée support Henry in the ultimate resolution of the novel and 
subversion of the passing plot—reuniting with Keiko, who has also 
now embraced both her Japanese and American identities. 

As we approach the ninetieth anniversary of Nella Larsen’s iconic 
novel, it is worth noting the ways it can be applied to contemporary 
crises. Although Henry and Keiko’s story is that of one novel and pri-
marily one of Japanese internment, analyzing their narrative through 
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the prism of Larsen’s work opens the door for reading numerous con-
temporary issues through the same lens, as the Post-Holocaust era, the 
purported time of “never again,” has seen the continued onslaught of 
genocide and rampant racialized violence. In Immaculee Ilibagiza’s 
memoir about the Rwandan Genocide, Left to Tell: Discovering God 
amidst the Rwandan Holocaust (2006), she describes how countless 
members of her family and neighborhood were slaughtered during the 
genocide. She also describes how various members of the Tutsi eth-
nicity tried to “pass” as Hutu to avoid being killed, a survival tactic 
that has been used in instances of racialized violence across time, 
from Jewish Germans who tried to “pass” as non-Jews during the 
Holocaust, to Black Americans who tried to “pass” as white to avoid 
anti-Black violence and disenfranchisement in the Jim Crow United 
States, to educated Cambodians who tried to “pass” as uneducated 
to avoid being killed during the slaughter of intellectuals during the 
Cambodian genocide. While Larsen’s Passing might not immediate-
ly spring to mind alongside discussions of these tragedies, in linking 
Larsen’s novel about Blackness and 1920s America with Ford’s novel 
about Japanese and Chinese Americans, internment, World War II, 
and late twentieth-century America, I aim to show that Larsen’s expan-
sive notion of “passing” and the passing plot can be used as a vehicle 
for analyzing violence predicated upon intolerance of many variations. 
More than exclusively an exploration of what it means to be Black in 
the early twentieth-century United States, Larsen’s Passing provides 
a searing critique of a society that refuses to allow multiple identities 
to coexist in any capacity and provides us with the language to ana-
lyze many of our most urgent current catastrophes. According to the 
contemporary social dynamics of the United States, for instance, to be 
Muslim and American is to be solely Muslim—and to be subjected to 
interpersonal and systemic violence on the levels of both language and 
physical harm. Reminiscent of the people in Keiko’s neighborhood, 
regardless of the number of proverbial American flags flown outside 
their homes, Americans who also happen to be Muslim are not granted 
the notion of an expansive identity that allows them to freely and fully 
be both. Moreover, this denial of duality and expansive conceptions of 
identity contributes to brutal racialized violence, which is often rooted 
in deeply racist, xenophobic “patriotism.” While both novels speak to 
seemingly endless, cyclical systems of persecution, Henry and Keiko’s 
reunion reminds us that these systems can, in fact, end if we continue 
Larsen’s work of unraveling and dismantling the rigidly violent forces 
of strict categorization and racialization that killed Clare, shattered 
Irene, and continue to surround us. 
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Notes
1. I pulled this epigraph from the Toni Morrison interview for the January 29, 
1992 issue of The Guardian.

2. I put “pass” and “passing” in quotes throughout the piece to indicate the 
issues inherent within the name of the practice, as it reflects the United States’s 
problematic history of constructing racial categories and hierarchies. I do not 
use quotes for the concepts of the passing novel or the passing plot because 
these are terms that refer to specific literary conventions. 

3. Due to the close and fraught relationship between the two characters, 
much of the scholarship surrounding the novel has read the “passing” narra-
tive as one revolving around the characters’ sexuality. For scholarship on this 
topic, see, among others, Claudia Tate’s “Nella Larsen’s Passing: A Problem of 
Interpretation” (1980); Deborah E. McDowell’s “Introduction” to Nella Larsen, 
Quicksand and Passing (1986); Ann duCille’s “Passing Fancies” in The Coupling 
Convention: Sex, Text, and Tradition in Black Women’s Fiction (1993); Judith 
Butler’s “Passing, Queering: Nella Larsen’s Psychoanalytic Challenge” in Bodies 
that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex” (1993); and Johanna M. Wagner’s 
“In the Place of Clare Kendry: A Gothic Reading of Race and Sexuality in Nella 
Larsen’s Passing” (2014). 

4. For more on the role of class in the novel, see Jennifer DeVere Brody’s “Clare 
Kendry’s ‘True’ Colors: Race and Class Conflict in Nella Larsen’s Passing” (1992) 
and Mary Mabel Youman’s “Nella Larsen’s Passing: A Study in Irony” (1974). 

5. For in-depth analyses of the novel’s ending, see John K. Young’s “Teaching 
Texts Materially: The Ends of Nella Larsen’s Passing” (2004) and Claudia Tate’s 
“Nella Larsen’s Passing: A Problem of Interpretation” (1980).

6. For information on the textual history of Passing’s controversial endings, 
see John K. Young’s “Teaching Texts Materially: The Ends of Nella Larsen’s 
Passing.”
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What is the End of Nella Larsen’s 
Passing? A Typography of Irene 

Redfield’s Nativism

Stephen Andrews

By way of honoring this issue’s anniversary impulse, the contribu-
tion that follows focuses on an infrequently tended aspect of the 

first edition of Nella Larsen’s Passing—its end, we might say—not in 
relation to what we would typically think of as Larsen’s text but rather 
in terms of its status as a book. The “distinction” between these two 
terms, according to Paul C. Gutjahr and Megan L. Benton, co-editors 
of Illuminating Letters: Typography and Literary Interpretation, “is pro-
found.” Among publishers there is a “truism” that “writers don’t write 
books—they write texts.” Gutjahr and Benton go on to say that “[a] 
book is created when a text is transformed by print, when it is literally 
shaped into a material object whose visual and tactile features render it 
perceptible and accessible to others” (2). Part of that “shaping” involves 
what Gerard Genette calls the “paratext,” an umbrella term that refers 
to those aspects of publishing—including title, dedication, copyright 
notification, chapter headings, colophons—that “ensure the text’s 
presence in the world, its ‘reception’ and consumption in the form 
(nowadays, at least) of a book.” For Genette, then, “the paratext is what 
enables a text to become a book” (1). The concept of “paratext,” being 
limited to linguistic phenomena, is inadequate, according to Jerome 
McGann, as it does not cover “such matters” as “ink, typeface, paper, 
and various other phenomena which are crucial to the understanding 
of textuality.” To that end, McGann views the text/book as a “laced net-
work of linguistic and bibliographic codes” (13). These interlaced codes 
further inform and elaborate a complementary dynamic of producer/
consumer, a distinction proffered by Michel de Certeau, who divides 
the labor implied in the text/book relationship between producer 
strategies that “describe the practices of those who create cultural 
products like texts or books—how they envision, compose, revise, edit, 
design, package, price, and distribute them,” and consumer tactics that 
“describe how those who receive or ‘consume’ these cultural goods in 
fact use them, understand them, derive meaning and value from them” 
(Gutjahr and Benton 4).1 
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In what follows, I offer a “tactical” attempt to recover the strategic 
meaning of the publisher’s colophon of the first edition of Passing. I 
build on the work of Beth McCoy and John K. Young, each of whom, in 
their own way, offers a sustained analysis of the relationship between 
text and paratext in regard to Passing. While both critics reference 
the colophon from the original Knopf edition of Passing, my aim is to 
thicken our engagement with the colophon’s basic elements in order 
to help us come to terms with the paratextual nexus it brings with it. 
My overall goal is to take seriously the following statement taken from 
a letter Larsen wrote to her friend and mentor, Carl Van Vechten, that 
Thadious M. Davis uses as an epigraph for her 1994 biography, Nella 
Larsen: Novelist of the Harlem Renaissance: “Surely it is more interest-
ing to belong to one’s own time, to share its peculiar vision, catch that 
flying glimpse of the panorama which no subsequent generation can 
ever recover.” In a fundamental way, then, the following argument cel-
ebrates the transformation of Larsen’s text, which she happily handed 
in to Knopf under the title “Nig,” into the published book entitled 
Passing, which was released by Knopf on April 26, 1929 (Davis 306-7). 
By resituating today’s readers in a 1920s context in which the art and 
craft of typography is explicitly gendered and implicitly raced, I seek to 
“recover” a bit more of that past. 

When assessed within the context of eugenics, revivalist printing in 
the 1920s can be viewed as one more avatar of eugenic manipulation 
on behalf of a culturally dominant but numerically besieged Nordic 
masculine elite. Within those terms, building a better book, to riff on 
Wendy Kline’s title, is akin to “building a better race.” Typography, ac-
cording to Stanley Morison, “controls” four key elements: composition, 
impression, paper, and imposition (“First Principles of Typography” 
242). Irene Redfield is the only character in Passing who deals explic-
itly with aspects of printing (in chapter one of “Re-encounter”), thus 
making her a figure of a typographer who composes and imposes in the 
service of a nativist eugenics.   

I. Colophon
A colophon is “a statement describing the book’s material produc-
tion” (Benton 88). It is here that the reader is likely to get information 
about the typeface, printing process, printer, and paper manufacturer 
used in the process of turning text into book. In an article published 
in 1930, Ruth S. Granniss, librarian of the Grolier Club and a historian 
of typography, declares that a colophon ought to be placed at the end 
of the book in keeping with earlier printing traditions that had been 



South Atlantic Review

185

revived during the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. She 
further explains that “the separate page, placed at the end of the finely 
printed book of today, giving details of the making of the volume, is the 
result of this modern impetus in book-making”—that is, “the interest 
in fine production of the person for whom the book is made, added 
to the desire of the modern printer for recognition of himself as the 
producer” (44). This revivalist trend is relevant for us since, according 
to modern-day critic Beth McCoy, “during the 1920s” Knopf’s “Borzoi 
colophon came to emblematize the house’s growing interest in how its 
books felt to the hand and looked to the eye” of its readers (100). Such 
care for aesthetics and craft did not go unnoticed by Larsen. When 
she was searching for a publisher for Quicksand, Larsen so preferred 
the “quality of Knopf’s books” over that of the rival publishing firm of 
Albert and Charles Boni that, according to Davis, she was willing to 
risk the greater odds of rejection by Knopf on behalf of their proven 
quality (186). 

As if to imprint on readers their commitment to craft, Knopf, begin-
ning in 1926, concluded each of their books with a “note on the type 
in which the book is set,” a practice that continues to this day (McCoy 
100). This “note” was followed by Knopf’s Borzoi logo, strategically 
placed at almost the exact center of the colophon, underneath which 
was presented information about the print process. The colophons 
for Larsen’s Quicksand and for Carl Van Vechten’s Nigger Heaven, are 
structured in this way (see figure 1). For each, Knopf explains, they uti-
lized “a modern adaptation” of a type designed by the great eighteenth-
century printer, William Caslon. In declaring their commitment to 
Caslon, Knopf is signaling that they, too, are part of the modern revival 
of pre-nineteenth century typesetting. 

To better speculate as to why we readers ought to be interested in 
colophons beyond learning about the finer points of type and paper, 
we turn once again to Grannis, who concludes her short treatise on the 
colophon by underscoring both placement and rationale: “in the pres-
ent-day notice of its makers, on the final page of a book, the colophon 
is revived and once more the printer has the last word!” (44). But what, 
we might ask, does it mean for a printer to have the last word? And 
how might that “last word” resonate with the problematic ending(s) of 
Larsen’s novel? We might combine these two questions, as well as the 
relationship between text and paratext, by simply asking, “what is the 
end of Nella Larsen’s Passing?” I pose the question in this way as a riff 
on the subtitle of John Young’s 2006 book chapter entitled “Passing 
(On) Textual History: The Ends of Nella Larsen’s Passing.” He is, of 
course, punning on the fact that in the third printing of Larsen’s novel, 
the final paragraph had been omitted, thus concluding with “Then ev-
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erything was dark,” a sentence presumably reflecting the fact that Irene 
had fainted. As Mark J. Madigan explains in a 1989 bibliographical 
note entitled “‘Then everything was dark?’: The Two Endings of Nella 
Larsen’s Passing,” the omitted one-sentence concluding paragraph was 
reinstated in many, but not all, subsequent editions,2 so that, as in the 
first two printings, the novel ostensibly ends with the following sen-
tence spoken by a “strange man” that readers would have every right to 
suspect of being a detective: “Let’s go up and have another look at that 
window.” I say “ostensibly ends,” because, as Young reminds us, we do 
not know the provenance of the initial omission nor of the subsequent 
reinstatement. Once we readers know the historical fact of two differ-

Fig. 1

Upper lefthand corner: Nigger Heaven, 1926; upper righthand corner: Quicksand, 1928; 
bottom center: Passing, 1929
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ing conclusions, we cannot make any certain claims about a “stable” 
text (38). These are very reasonable pedagogical concerns raised by 
Young, and they stand in stark contrast to the surprising earlier claim 
by Deborah McDowell, editor of the 1986 Rutgers edition that ends in 
extended darkness, that the additional paragraph “does not seem to 
alter the spirit of the original in any way” (246). Since McDowell seems 
to have been operating under the erroneous belief, as Madigan specu-
lates, that the additional paragraph was not included in the original 
first printing, perhaps the more stunning rationale for choosing the 
“darkness” ending actually belongs to Madigan. “Since there is no evi-
dence that Larsen opposed the substantive change of dropping the final 
paragraph,” Madigan therefore “contends” that “the definitive edition 
of Passing should end with the sentence ‘Then everything was dark’ 
as it does in the third printing” (522; emphasis added). For Young, on 
the other hand, that lack of evidence of authorial or publisher’s intent 
is precisely why the answer as to which is the “proper” conclusion is 
ultimately unknowable. 

So much, for now, in regard to the “ends” of the narrative. The book, 
as we have discussed, ends with its colophon. And in this particular 
colophon Knopf seemingly wishes to heighten the symbolic value of 
a modernized Caslon type by referencing two items that should play 
a more significant critical role than has hitherto been recognized in 
regard to the inter-relational claims we can make between Larsen’s 
ending(s) and what Granniss would refer to as the printer’s “last word.” 

II. A Note on the Type
Knopf’s “a note on the type” explains that “it is generally conceded” 
that William Caslon “brought the old-style letter to its highest perfec-
tion.” I will return to the significance of the phrase “old-style” at a later 
point, but first it is important to notice the way in which this particu-
lar “note” differs from those of Quicksand and Nigger Heaven. In the 
case of the earlier novels, Knopf describes the virtues of the type in a 
single italicized paragraph focused on Caslon and the adaptation of his 
type, nothing more. In the case of Passing, Knopf decided to include a 
second paragraph:

An artistic, easily-read type, Caslon has had two centuries of 
ever-increasing popularity in our own country—it is of interest 
to note that the first copies of our Declaration of Independence 
and the first paper currency distributed to the citizens of the 
new-born nation were printed in this type face.



Stephen Andrews

188

Because Caslon was “the first type designed and produced in England,” 
as Beth McCoy notes in “Perpetua(l) Notion: Typography, Economy, 
and Losing Nella Larsen,” Knopf’s utilization of this typeface can 
be seen to connect “nascent English nationalism” with “ascendant 
American nationalism” (101). The ideological connection is made 
metaphorically more intimate in volume XVII of the Linotype Bulletin 
(1921-23) by an author who insisted on justifying America’s claims to 
Caslon “by right of inheritance if not of origin” (188). In establishing 
a “right of inheritance” to a pre-revolutionary typeface, the author of 
the Bulletin article is participating in what Mary McAleer Balkun refers 
to as the “‘antique worship’ that developed between 1875 and 1894,” 
and that had a genealogical aspect in the form of organizations such 
as the “Daughters of the American Revolution” (10). “These trends,” 
she explains, “suggest efforts to establish an ‘authentic’ version of 
American identity” (153, n. 4.). McCoy, citing David Levering Lewis’s 
When Harlem Was in Vogue, imagines Passing’s “now-patriotic” type-
face, along with its connection to the Declaration and paper currency, 
as a “weapon” to be deployed “against the old stereotypes” in the hope 
that African Americans, who had so recently “fought for democracy 
overseas” (qtd. in McCoy 101), would be viewed as culturally relevant, 
if not racially authentic, Americans. From that angle, the juxtaposition 
of Declaration, currency, and the very idea of passing might prompt in 
white readers “an intelligent realization,” as Alain Locke had insisted 
in his eponymous essay introducing The New Negro, “of the great dis-
crepancy between the American social creed and the American social 
practice” (Locke 13). 

Young, too, chooses to read the invocation of the Declaration 
and paper currency as an occasion for Knopf to critique the gap be-
tween democratic theory and social practice. In Black Writers, White 
Publishers: Marketplace Politics in Twentieth-Century African American 
Literature, Young notes of “Passing’s (type)face” that it “is grounded in 
an implicitly white American history, even if its content challenges the 
racial assumptions growing out of that history” (41). Young’s analysis, 
like the act of passing itself, oscillates between “a more charitable read-
ing,” in which the novel’s relationship to the Declaration is “stable” and 
so affirms the “quintessentially American” nature of the book, and a 
more pointed critique grounded in the emphasis on paper currency 
that “speak[s] to the fundamental questions of commodification gener-
ated by the New Negro Renaissance.” Even if one were to grant the “os-
tensibly affirmative connection between Passing and the Declaration,” 
Young concludes, “it does so in ways that are more about commerce 
than independence” (41). On the surface, especially from the perspec-
tive of readers removed from “the peculiar vision” of 1920s America, 
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it makes sense to read the relationship between the Declaration of 
Independence and race relations as in some way ironic in relation to 
what Locke framed as a contradiction between democratic social creed 
and actual social practice. However, in viewing that flawed social prac-
tice as ironic in relation to the Declaration, both McCoy and Young 
presuppose that the Declaration, as aspiration, is a stable target. Such 
was not the case. But in order to show otherwise, it behooves us to 
understand to what extent the veneration of Caslon type went beyond 
antique worship. Consider the following laudatory comments from the 
Linotype Bulletin as to the beauty and legibility of Caslon type: “These 
qualities are, of course, common to all successful type faces, but the 
manner of their combination in Caslon has something about it that 
makes a peculiar appeal to the Anglo-Saxon taste” (189). Such senti-
ment has all the earmarks of ancestor worship.   

III. Declaration 
If Caslon itself was imagined in some sense as an Anglo-Saxon type-
face, it turns out that the reference to the Declaration might also be 
pointing the discerning reader to a discourse that was reaching its peak 
of power in America and in Europe during the time of publication of 
Passing. As it turns out, undercutting or dismissing the prestige hith-
erto associated with the Declaration was a frequent occurrence in the 
discourse of eugenics. As Daniel Kevles has noted, “[a]n unabashed 
distrust, even contempt, for democracy characterized a part of eugen-
ics thinking in both Britain and America” (76). In that context, dis-
missing the Declaration was a thing, as we say these days. For example, 
in the “Introduction” to his extremely popular 1916 paean to Nordic 
germ-plasm entitled The Passing of the Great Race, Madison Grant 
says the following: 

Democratic theories of government in their modern form are 
based on dogmas of equality formulated some hundred and 
fifty years ago and rest upon the assumption that environment 
and not heredity is the controlling factor in human develop-
ment. Philanthropy and noble purpose dictated the doctrine 
expressed in the Declaration of Independence, the document 
which to-day constitutes the actual basis of American institu-
tions. (xx)

If ideals formulated on a mistaken assumption in 1776 about the pri-
macy of environment in relation to human development “constitute 



Stephen Andrews

190

the actual basis of American institutions” in 1916, it shouldn’t surprise 
us that Grant’s “attempt to elucidate the meaning of history in terms of 
race” (xix) runs afoul of those ideals. Indeed, he argues explicitly that 
democracy is a form of government that privileges the unmeritorious 
“average man” at the expense of the “man qualified by birth, education 
and integrity.” “The tendency in a democracy,” he declares, “is toward 
a standardization of type and a diminution of the influence of genius” 
(5). Make no mistake, for Grant, the “qualifications of birth,” including 
that of “genius,” are best exemplified by those of Nordic descent. 

The idea in the Declaration that most bothered Grant and other 
eugenicists such as Paul Popenoe was the notion that “all men are cre-
ated equal.” Popenoe, arguably the most popular advocate of eugenics, 
co-authored with Roswell Hill Johnson the popular textbook, Applied 
Eugenics.3 In chapter III, “Differences Among Men,” they declare that 
“[i]n view of its almost universal and unquestioned, although half un-
conscious, acceptance as part of the structure of society, it becomes of 
the utmost importance that this doctrine of human equality should 
be examined by scientific methods” (75). After having so “examined” 
it, by chapter XVIII, “The Eugenic Aspect of Some Social Reforms,” 
Popenoe and Johnson describe a “wise democracy” as that in which 
voting is reserved for electing legislators, while executive offices, they 
advise, should be filled through a process of judicious selection of “the 
best fitted for the work” (361). The authors’ emphasis on “fitness” af-
firms the eugenic premises of their argument. The straining to make 
“democratic” their desire for an aristocracy of the fit—certainly some-
one white if not explicitly Nordic4—makes them subjects, ironically, of 
the democratic ideals they wish to subvert. In order to obviate criticism 
of their desire for a race-based aristocracy, Popenoe and Johnson resort 
to an oxymoron: “Good government is then an aristo-democracy,” they 
claim, where all “executive and judicial functions are performed by 
those best qualified on the basis of executive or judicial ability” (362). 
One presumes that such ability, like the “fundamental decencies” in-
voked by the elder Mr. Carraway in The Great Gatsby, is not a function 
of environment so much as something that is “parceled out unequally 
at birth” (6). 

Of course, not everyone agreed that the democratic ideals estab-
lished in the Declaration were outmoded. In 1915, The Nation pub-
lished “Democracy Versus the Melting Pot,” Horace Kallen’s great argu-
ment on behalf of a multicultural America, written as a direct response 
to sociologist Edward Ross’s The Old World in the New. Ross derides 
the penchant of recent immigrants for having an affectionate view of 
the Declaration. “For the Declaration of Independence and the Fourth 
of July,” he writes, “they show a naïve enthusiasm which we Americans 
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felt a generation ago, before our muck had been raked” (269). For Ross, 
having your “muck” raked means “race suicide”—a dwindling birth-
rate of children sired by natives and an alarming increase of babies 
sired by immigrant ‘Tonios (303).5 Such attitudes, according to Kallen, 
are evidence that “the descendants of the colonists are reformulating” 
the original “declaration of independence” (I, 190). They are doing so, 
Kallen contends, on behalf of protecting “possessions of theirs, which 
may be lumped under the word ‘Americanism.’” As with the original 
Declaration, the “danger comes . . . from a force across the water, but 
the force is this time regarded not as superior, but as inferior” (I, 190). 
Such abject fear of the putatively negative impact of immigration turns 
the ideals of democracy inside out and upside down: “To conserve the 
inalienable rights of the colonists of 1776, it was necessary to declare 
all men equal; to conserve the inalienable rights of their descendants 
in 1914, it becomes necessary to declare all men unequal” (I, 190-1). 
Rather than reformulate the ideals of the Declaration around a hierar-
chical notion of race dedicated to the binary opposition of the perma-
nently fit and unfit, Kallen instead argues for a reformulation of what 
it means to be a Nation predicated on the ideals posited in the original 
Declaration. Forming his logic around the notion that “any given civi-
lization” is founded on principles of “like-mindedness and self-con-
sciousness” (I, 191), Kallen proposes a “Federal republic” made up of a 
“democracy of nationalities,” wherein “each ethnic group” is like an in-
strument playing in a symphony. Casting a wary eye toward purveyors 
of fixed identities and eugenic foreclosures of social mobility, Kallen 
makes a pointed caveat: “a musical symphony is written before it is 
played; in the symphony of civilization the playing is the writing, so 
that there is nothing so fixed and inevitable about its progressions as in 
music, so that within the limits set by nature they may vary at will, and 
the range and variety of the harmonies may become wider and richer 
and more beautiful” (II, 220). If the playing is the writing, may we not 
also say that in the “symphony of civilization” writing is a performance 
that plays with fixture, with inevitability, and yet refuses to stay put?

IV. Irene’s Nativist Typography
In Passing, no one refuses to stay put more emphatically than does 
Clare Kendry, who is nothing if not fragmented text waiting to be com-
posed. We first encounter Clare in the form of a letter. It—she—arrives 
in a “little pile of morning mail” containing “other ordinary and clearly 
directed letters,” many addressed, as was this one, to Irene. This “last 
letter” bears “no return address.” This lack, the narrator explains, was 
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purposeful, so as not to “betray the sender.” But quickly we realize we 
are in medias res, that the sender has already been betrayed. The nar-
rator, almost claustrophobic in its tracking of Irene’s desires and mo-
tives, makes this clear: “Not that she hadn’t immediately known who 
its sender was” (3). Could it be, then, that if Irene already knew the 
“identity” of the sender, that it didn’t just happen to be the “last letter” 
out of sheer contingency? What might it mean, then, for Irene to have 
reserved it, in order to read it last after what we presume might be the 
humdrum of the other “ordinary,” “clearly directed” letters? Might not 
the “long” in the “long envelope of thin Italian paper” be a metonym, 
then, for a kind of desire that reserves the letter in spite of the fact that 
we are clearly told that Irene “disliked the idea of opening and reading 
it” (4)? Here, too, the process of disliking is prolonged, as the “idea,” 
necessarily in advance of the act, is transformed into an unnecessary 
protraction of a doubled process of first opening the envelope, then 
reading the letter, as if the danger that Clare represented was both at-
tractive and repulsive—attractive in a way not to be countenanced and 
repulsive enough to betray. 

As Deborah McDowell intimated some thirty years ago by way of 
introducing the Rutgers University Press edition, the foreshadowing of 
betrayal so early in the text is because Larsen figures Clare as a psycho-
logical double for Irene, a reflecting mirror and an aspirational target 
in whom Irene recognizes aspects of herself that are “repressed” yet 
longed for, and so must be “disowned,” even if, perhaps especially if, 
those traits are recognized in the double. In Irene’s case, as McDowell 
notes, Clare “is both the embodiment and the object of the sexual feel-
ings that Irene banishes” (xxix). This disowning of something that is 
never quite explicitly owned, at least never quite owned up to, leads to 
a psychological state of possession, an effect of sexual obsession that 
Larsen deftly redirects. “Larsen envelopes,” in McDowell’s trenchant 
phrase, “the subplot of Irene’s developing if unnamed and unacknowl-
edged desire for Clare in the safe and familiar plot of racial passing.” As 
McDowell notes, the more dangerous “erotic subplot” is “hidden be-
neath its safe and orderly cover,” with its “radical implications” blunt-
ed by the “disposal of Clare” (xxx). Such a disposition (if we may call 
it that) is triggered by a longing that Irene projects back onto Clare 
as something “out of place and alien” (3), something “on the verge of 
danger” (4) that renders Irene a victim of circumstances controlled by 
what she recalls as Clare’s “having way.” 

That latter phrase had come to Irene on the rooftop of the Drayton 
two years previously, the advent of “that time in Chicago” (9) when she 
and Clare reacquaint themselves after a twelve-year lapse. Once Irene 
recovers it, the phrase seems so apt for putting Clare in her place that 



South Atlantic Review

193

Irene repeats it—“A having way” (27). At once citation and fragment, 
repeatable yet incomplete, it is a talisman in search of a context, an 
eternal return to “that time in Chicago,” which, like Clare’s “having way,” 
is also fragmented, not by Clare but by Irene, for whom it “stood out” 
from a host of elided fragments of Clare’s “furtive” letter, becoming, in 
effect, the last words of the last letter of the morning’s mail. The phrase 
is to the letter as its envelope is to the morning mail—both stand out 
to Irene. When the narrator relates that those words “br[ought] with 
them a clear, sharp remembrance in which even now, after two years, 
humiliation, resentment, and rage were mingled” (9), we cannot be-
lieve that the catalogue of affect is quite complete. Mingled with what? 
–we might ask.  

Such longing, disclosed in the novel’s opening scene by so many 
representational devices ranging from the postal to the psychosexual 
to the rhetorical, begs the issue of the paratextual relationship between 
covers and the texts they reveal. The opening scene of Passing builds 
a complementary yet discrete relationship between aspects of envel-
opment, in which Clare’s identity is emphasized through absence (no 
return address), and the letter itself, the “carelessly formed words” 
from which Irene carefully—strategically, we might say—selects from 
among the fragments until she alights on “that time in Chicago” as a 
sly synecdoche for the whole of that previous encounter. Such inter-
textuality, right down to the investments predisposed by the reader, af-
firms the soundness of taking into account linguistic and bibliographic 
codes, including the paratextual, as a way of approaching the relation-
ship of Larsen’s novel to Knopf’s book. 

We return, then, to the colophon, in which we are apprised that 
Caslon is the type used in the “first paper currency distributed to the 
citizens of the new-born nation.” What would it mean to have a novel 
entitled Passing be printed in the same typeface used for printing 
paper money? We can glean an answer to that question by looking at 
the relationship of “print” to “type” as explained by Morison in “First 
Principles of Typography.”6 According to Morison, types are “letters of 
the alphabet that are cast or founded for the purpose of impressing 
upon paper.” Print is the “impression thus made.” Typography “may 
be defined as the art of rightly disposing printing material in accor-
dance with [a] specific purpose” (239). And that purpose, as Beatrice 
Warde’s “Printing Should Be Invisible” would indicate, is to “convey 
thought, ideas, images, from one mind to other minds” in as unobtru-
sive a way as possible, “to be invisible as type, just as the perfect talk-
ing voice is the unnoticed vehicle for the transmission of words, ideas” 
(111).7 According to Desmond Flower, “[t]he ‘gentlemanly sort of type 
which passes unnoticed, unquestioned’ is undoubtedly Caslon and all 
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its derivatives” (156). Warde and Flower both affirm what Gutjahr and 
Benton refer to as “the ethic of typographic invisibility” (1). In what 
follows, I will show how that “ethic” is underscored by a simultaneous 
ethnic and feminine visibility.  

Flower’s emphasis on the “gentlemanly” quality of Caslon print 
aligns him with others in that era who were concerned to offset what 
they saw as the feminization of the printing business. One of the most 
authoritative proponents of masculine printing was Theodore De 
Vinne, preeminent American printer and author of an 1892 broadside 
entitled “Masculine Printing.” Reading it, one can see clearly the extent 
to which the typographers cited above are his professional progeny. De 
Vinne drew a stark, if predictable, opposition between masculine and 
feminine that relied on deeply entrenched gender stereotypes: 

    I call masculine all printing that is noticeable for its read-
ability, for its strength and absence of useless ornament.

     I call feminine all printing noticeable for its delicacy, and for 
the weakness which always accompanies delicacy, as well as for 
its profusion of ornamentation. (140)

Like Warde, De Vinne believed that printers do their “best work” 
when they get the “thought of the author before the reader, without 
the offensive suggestion of his agency as an intermediate” (141). Megan 
Benton, to whom I am indebted for the reference to De Vinne, places 
De Vinne’s commentary within a late-nineteenth century context in 
which craftsman printers felt increasingly threatened by mechaniza-
tion on the production side and by an increase in women authors and 
readers on the consumption side. In promoting its modified Caslon 
typeface, Knopf, too, seemed to be shoring up its masculine creden-
tials within a cultural context in which journalist and critic Harold E. 
Stearns, in an essay entitled “The Intellectual Life,” bemoaned what he 
called the “extraordinary feminization of American life” (135) and even 
joked that he had thought to subtitle his essay “A Study in Sterility” 
(148, qtd. in Benton 86). The metaphoric use of sterility is no idiosyn-
cratic trope, however, for it is best understood as a reaction to what 
Janice Radway refers to as “the rise of a commercial mass culture aimed 
at a broad audience of immigrants, laborers, women, and the mini-
mally educated” (qtd. in Benton 81), all of whom, according to Wendy 
Kline, were perceived to be more virile, be it as reproducers of bodies 
or producers of goods, and hence a threat to “middle class white male 
authority” (11). Added to this is the intense institutional pressure eu-
genicists placed on white women to produce more babies, and one can 
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understand the sources of the gender anxiety that seemed to be at the 
heart of the typographical reform movement. 

Benton views the exhortations on behalf of “masculine printing” as, 
in part, “a peculiarly gendered effort to sacralize the well-printed word 
as both emblem and agent of an elitely framed sense of Culture” (81-2). 
I want now to address the sexualized and reproductive implications 
lodged within the italicized term “well-printed,” as well as the separa-
tion between that which is deemed sacred and that which is deemed 
ordinary. A quick return to Stanley Morison will help establish my 
point. “Typography of books,” he writes, (and we can presume that he 
means what Benton refers to as the “well-printed” book), “requires an 
obedience to convention which is almost absolute—and with reason.” 
He goes on to state that “[s]ince printing is essentially a means of mul-
tiplying, it must not only be good in itself—but be good for a common 
purpose” (240, emphasis added). That common purpose is the repro-
duction of the book itself, and the more copies that are required, the 
more that the printer should hew to “the traditions . . . prevailing in 
the society for which the printer is working” (241). The logic of absolute 
obedience to convention on behalf of a “common purpose” pertaining 
to reproduction also happens to be the logic of eugenics in which germ 
plasm is to be protected with a “common purpose” in mind. The repro-
duction of the “well-printed” book, as outlined by Morison, is sacral-
ized by such a process; so, too, is the reproduction of true “Americans.” 
W.E.B. Du Bois, in reference to “Americanization,” the title of a short 
essay he wrote in 1922 when he was editor of The Crisis, confirms such 
sacralization, albeit from a negative perspective. In that essay, Du Bois 
refers to American eugenicists’ fetishization of Nordic germ plasm 
as “the worship of the Nordic totem,” the goal of which, as Du Bois 
perceived, was “the disfranchisement of Negro, Jew, Irishman, Italian, 
Hungarian, Asiatic, and South Sea Islander” on behalf of “the world 
rule of Nordic white through brute force” (334). 

Having situated the typographic revival within a eugenic context, 
how do we arrive at Irene, a woman, as the embodiment of such a typo-
graphic force? I wish now to return to the four key typographical terms 
from Morison, to link the Clare Kendry/Irene Redfield relationship 
to printing and to counterfeiting. According to Morison, typography 
“controls” four key elements: “composition” (“selecting and arranging” 
of letters and spaces); “impression” (which includes the impressment 
of typeface and the “regulating” of ink); “paper” (“tone,” “weight,” “tex-
ture”); and, most important of all for Morison, the “imposition” (the 
“placing of the controlled matter on the sheet” with proper margins). 
The OED offers another definition of imposition that is relevant here: 
it can also mean “the action of imposing upon or deceiving by palming 
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off what is false or unreal; an instance of this, an imposture.” Balkun, 
rather than define Clare in regard to “imposture,” instead proposes 
“counterfeit” on the basis that “counterfeiting has associations with 
making and with reproduction” that “imposture” presumably does 
not. “In addition,” she explains, the word “counterfeit” has “associa-
tions with,” among other things, “monetary systems and consumption” 
(7-8). In a review article, Michael Germana takes issue with Balkun 
because she “does not always see literature itself as an extension of the 
discourse of authenticity that the counterfeit critiques” (303). Once the 
material conditions of the printing process are factored in, however, 
and we understand, as we have all along been doing, that the text is 
not the book, it should become clear to what extent Balkun’s dismissal 
of “imposture” is limiting, if not misguided. As we have seen, the “dis-
course of authenticity” extended to the world of typographers as well, 
and any notion of the counterfeit in relation to Passing needs real sup-
port from its literal typographical implications, if for no other reason 
than to take better metaphorical advantage of Irene being unable, or 
unwilling, to control the margins by which she frames her composi-
tion of Clare. Since it has been the trend in critical interpretations of 
Passing to focus attention on Clare as the object of Irene’s fascination 
in regard to transgressions of identity, I would like now to use the typo-
graphical context warranted by the colophon to make a case for focus-
ing on Irene as a typographer of sorts. 

V. Handbills and Tickets 
The only explicit mention of printing in Passing occurs in chapter one 
of “Re-encounter,” where it becomes a plot point that frames a very im-
portant discussion between Irene and her husband, Brian. After three 
previous chapters of retrospection involving “that time in Chicago,” in-
cluding the shocking encounter with Clare’s racist white husband, Jack 
Bellew, in Clare’s apartment, “Re-encounter” brings us back to New 
York and that October morning in which Irene is going through her 
mail. Having now read Clare’s letter, she is ruminating on its contents. 
Contra the typographer’s ethic of invisibility, Clare’s text is deemed all 
too visible: “The letter which she had just put out of her hand was, 
to her taste, a bit too lavish in its wordiness, a shade too unreserved 
in the manner of its expression” (89). Editorial judgement is quickly 
replaced with retrospective resentment at having “failed to take up the 
defence of the race” to which both she and Clare belonged (89). It is 
here that Larsen begins to racialize “duty,” connecting it to the idea of 
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being “bound . . . by those very ties of race” that Clare “repudiates” but 
that nevertheless compel Irene not to “betray” her (89-90). 

Once Brian enters the scene, however, we quickly realize that Larsen 
has set up this self-justifying moment on Irene’s part in order to expose 
the superficiality of her commitment to race and duty. Irene shares 
Clare’s letter with him, and they briefly discuss the dynamics of pass-
ing, of what makes a person want to come back and why the repudiated 
community protects someone who has disavowed it. Brian warns her 
not to contact Clare again, since based on Irene’s description of “that 
time in Chicago” Brian can sense Clare’s parasitic nature, her needi-
ness. As they sit down to eat breakfast, they continue to discuss passing 
in general and Clare in particular. By way of diverting the conversation 
away from an “unqualified assertion” about race that Brian has made 
(98), Irene asks him if he would drop her off at the printing-office, 
so that she can “see about some handbills and some more tickets” for 
the Negro Welfare League dance. Irene will later emphasize to Clare 
that “I’m on the ticket committee, or, rather, I am the committee” (123). 
The request for a ride, and the mention of printing, frames the next 
portion of their discussion, a much less affable exchange about their 
marriage, about Brian’s desire to move the family to Brazil (100) and 
the manner and place in which their two sons should be educated. The 
exchange between Brian and Irene reaches its most intense point when 
Irene complains that Junior is making “dreadful jokes” about sex and 
that Brian should intervene. Brian resents Irene’s “molly-coddling” of 
Junior, their eldest, responding “bluntly” with “Well, what of it? If sex 
isn’t a joke, what is it?” (105). It is then that they reach the printing 
office. As the narrator reveals, Irene “never acknowledg[es] that though 
she did want him to be happy, it was only in her own way and by some 
plan of hers that she truly desired for him to be so” (108). This scene 
reveals how controlling Irene is about Brian’s desires. Moreover, the 
printing context helps make sense of the extent to which Irene would 
compose her life, and impose on others, down to the minutest detail on 
behalf of “security of place and substance” (108). 

The word “security” now takes on greater urgency within the context 
of an unfolding plot in which, once Clare does indeed enter her New 
York life, Irene begins to suspect that she and Brian are having an affair. 
As the notion of security is brought front and center, another exchange 
with Brian at the beginning of chapter four of “Finale” occurs, this time 
concerning lynching and how best to prepare their sons to live in a 
systematically racist country in which, as young Ted points out, “they 
only lynch coloured people” (190). Brian wishes to be honest in regard 
to this issue, if brutally so, especially in light of the fact that recently 
“somebody called Junior a dirty nigger.” Irene’s direct response to this 
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exposes that her investment in race—her duty to her people, as she 
seems fond of saying—does not extend to criticizing racism itself. “Just 
the same,” she says, “you’re not to talk to them about the race problem. 
I won’t have it” (192). 

What might it mean, then, for a person so devoted to her “duty” to 
“the race” to be so resistant to talking about “the race problem,” an idi-
omatic turn of phrase that has more to do with race in the abstract than 
racism in its particulars? In his introductory essay to The New Negro, 
Locke provides a key term for understanding the process that Irene is 
undergoing. In reference to the difference between the Old and New 
Negro, Locke suggests that the Old Negro “has been more of a problem 
formula than a human being” (3). Given Locke’s pragmatistic appre-
ciation for the way stress inflects meaning, I take the phrase “problem 
formula” as hinging out into two different meanings—the “peptoniz-
ing” (to borrow a term from William James) of human experience into 
formulae is a problem; and the dominant culture’s institutional proce-
dures and formulae tend to turn “negroes,” as Du Bois had noted in The 
Souls of Black Folk, into problems. “By shedding the old chrysalis of the 
Negro problem we are,” Locke goes on to say, “achieving something like 
a spiritual emancipation” (4). A charitable reading, then, of Irene’s po-
sition in relation to Brian’s might interpret Irene as a New Negro refus-
ing the platitudes and empty gestures of analyses of the race problem 
that are altogether too dependent on what Locke refers to as “unjust 
stereotypes”—itself a term of art from the world of printing—that are 
equally likely to be deployed by “liberators, friends and benefactors” as 
by “oppressors and traducers” (4). 

But where Irene is concerned, I do not intend to be charitable. Locke 
had earlier set up his entomological metaphor of metamorphosis, from 
grub to spiritual emancipation by way of chrysalis, by suggesting that 
the Old Negro had aided and abetted the oppressive framework of 
white racism through a sort of “protective social mimicry forced upon 
him by the adverse circumstances of dependence” (3). This latter, in 
the form of protective coloration, is what I see Irene doing in her inter-
actions with her husband Brian in regard to discussions of race and sex, 
and in her discussions with Clare in regard to anxieties about passing 
and security. In the case of her husband, Irene uses Clare’s passing as a 
protective cover for whatever is not working in her erotic relationship 
with Brian (as the novel makes clear, they have separate bedrooms). 
In the case of Clare, Irene uses race and duty as cover for her fiercely 
resolute focus on security. As Brian and Clare both begin to interact 
with Irene and with each other in the novel’s final two sections, Irene 
projects these two protective mimicries onto the pair in the form of an 
accusation about adultery and infidelity so that her devotion to secu-
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rity, her security, can be represented to herself and others as a form of 
sacrifice of her desires: at the microcosmic level, she figures herself as 
a mother protecting the safety of her family, and at the macrocosmic 
level, as a race-woman protecting her community. Both provide covers 
for Irene’s willingness to sacrifice others to her desires. 

Just before they leave for the printing shop and just after she feels 
most acutely Brian’s incriminations about her attitude toward sex and 
about relocating to Brazil, Irene silently complains, “It isn’t fair. It isn’t 
fair” (100). The narrator then expands on these interior thoughts by 
way of free indirect discourse, and it is within this context that we see 
revealed her innermost fear: “Was she never to be free of it, that fear 
which crouched, always, deep down within her, stealing away the sense 
of security, the feeling of permanence, from the life which she had so 
admirably arranged for them all, and desired so ardently to have remain 
as it was?” (100, emphasis added). Here we are privy to the erstwhile 
printer taking stock of what Morison would call her “imposition.” 

Framed by the visit to the printing-shop and its typographical in-
vestments in composure and imposition, Irene’s argument on behalf of 
security makes a great deal of sense, especially if we ponder the reso-
nances of Caslon being the typeface for both the first paper currency 
and the Declaration. The juxtaposition of the two in the colophon 
recalls Article I of the Constitution. Section 8, clause six, grants to 
Congress the authority to regulate coinage. Clause seven, not surpris-
ingly, authorizes the flip-side power to “provide for the punishment of 
counterfeiting the securities and current coin of the United States.” We 
can see the two powers as two sides of the same coin. Issues related to 
counterfeiting and security are of paramount importance in the disci-
plinary dance of authenticity performed by Clare and Irene, the former 
a “counterfeit,” and the latter (in spite of her vague denials) devoted 
foremost to ensuring her own security: “Nor did she admit that all other 
plans, all other ways, she regarded as menaces, more or less indirect, 
to that security of place and substance which she insisted upon for her 
sons and in a lesser degree for herself” (Passing 101, emphasis added). 
The counterfeiter, as embodied by Clare, makes insecure Irene’s hold 
on place and substance. And she does so by betraying the very “ethic 
of invisibility” that is the printer’s mandate. It remains to be seen how 
Irene punishes the counterfeiter, and on what basis she does so.

In “Finale,” when Irene declares that “[s]he belonged in this land 
of rising towers,” that “[s]he was an American” (201), she is making 
something more than a nativist claim of “possession” that, as Kallen 
had argued, “may be lumped under the word ‘Americanism.’” Irene is 
also establishing—and patrolling—what amounts to copyright interest 
in African American identity in particular and racial identity in gen-
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eral. That, too, is covered in Article I, section 8, clause nine, where-
in Congress is tasked with “promot[ing] the progress of science and 
useful arts, by securing for limited times to authors and inventors the 
exclusive right to their respective writings and discoveries” (emphasis 
added). The “authors” of the Constitution were white men who advo-
cated what political theorist C.B. MacPherson has called “possessive 
individualism,” which is grounded in the notion that “[t]he human es-
sence is freedom from dependence on the wills of others, and freedom 
is a function of possession” that begins with the possession of the self 
(3). From that perspective, Passing is a novel dedicated to the proposi-
tion that Irene Redfield sees herself as a possessive pluralist who patrols 
the boundaries that Clare Kendry and Brian Redfield would trespass. 
Cultural pluralists like Alain Locke “believe in the efficacy of collective 
effort, in race-cooperation” (11) on behalf of “self-expression and spiri-
tual development” (15). Possessive pluralists, as Irene imagines herself 
to be, committed as they are to the negative liberty implied by freedom 
from, prefer to patrol the boundaries of the collective by way of coer-
cion; but if push comes to shove, violence will do. Race, as Irene figures 
it, cannot be a sanctuary (for Clare) if it is not first a home (as with 
Irene). For Irene, then, the choice comes down to being “caught be-
tween two allegiances, different, yet the same. Herself. Her race” (180). 
Or so she says.

To the extent that Irene is able to convince readers that she acts on 
behalf of her “race,” she, too, is successfully passing, for it seems she 
acts only for herself. At the end of chapter two of “Finale,” Irene reveals 
as much of her “true” self as we are allowed to see. Contemplating what 
to do about Clare, Irene, we are told, “wished, for the first time in her 
life, that she had not been born a Negro” (181). What a curious wish for 
a pluralist, possessive or not! As she is “unable to disregard the burden 
of race,” Irene bemoans the Hobson’s choice of two kinds of suffering—
to “suffer as a woman, an individual” or to “suffer for the race” (181). 
Worse, Irene wishes that John Bellew would discover Clare’s secret—
not that Clare had a “touch of the tar brush” but rather that she was 
“spending all the time that he was out of the city in black Harlem” (181). 
Irene swaps out exposing Clare’s passing in favor of insinuating that 
Bellew’s “white” wife might be sleeping with black men (with Brian, at 
the very least). Only that, she muses (181). Only someone as possessive 
as Irene would think to reduce the quintessential white masculine fear 
at the heart of every lynching down to “only that.” 

Chapter three of “Finale” starts with a wish fulfilled as Irene comes 
“face to face with Bellew” (181). In the aftermath of this altogether awk-
ward but perfectly-timed encounter, Felise Freeland, with whom Irene 
had gone shopping, jokingly accuses Irene of having passed. Irene re-
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sponds with a ludicrous non-denial denial: “I don’t believe I’ve ever 
gone native in my life except for the sake of convenience, restaurants, 
theater tickets, and things like that. Never socially I mean, except once” 
(184). Of course, that “once” was “that time in Chicago.” By referring 
to passing as “going native” (the only time the phrase is used), Irene 
seemingly consolidates her credentials as a pluralist. But she is just 
passing. As we know, she will not tell Clare of her meeting Bellew (185), 
nor, in spite of her better intentions, will she tell Brian—“something 
held her back” (186). Instead, like a typographer controlling at long last 
the margins by which her composition would be framed, she lets the 
encounter do its implicit work behind the scenes, leading, inevitably 
it seems, to the Freeland’s party and to Jack Bellew rushing into the 
apartment and to Irene, taking swift advantage of her opportunities, 
pushing Clare out that open window to her death, six stories down. 
The fact that there is no critical consensus as to who or what is to blame 
for Clare’s demise merely affirms that Irene’s imprint, as with all good 
printing, is invisible.

Thus Irene Redfield, in her own “having way,” affirms the work of 
Madison Grant and Paul Popenoe. For if acting for your race is identi-
cal with acting for yourself, as Irene wants to think, then their job is 
done. For one brief moment, the third printing seems to have gotten it 
eugenically correct in concluding with the sentence “[t]hen everything 
was dark,” when Irene, having lost consciousness, is most herself. But 
there is at least the hope of democratic virtue in the ending of the first 
edition’s first printing, in which the police officer wants “to go up and 
have another look at that window” (216). For “Clare” was always a frag-
mented text at the mercy of Irene’s re-collection, and it is Irene’s ardent 
desire to close the book on her. By assuring us of another look at that 
window on behalf of the law, the narrator, on the other hand, refuses 
to close the account. However, the fact that we have two very differ-
ent endings within three printings of each other suggests that the final 
word belongs not to Irene, not to the narrator, nor to Larsen. To whom 
such a definitive gesture belongs remains as invisible and imposing as 
power itself. 
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Notes
1. See The Practice of Everyday Life, especially chapter 12, “Reading as Poaching.” 
For ease of reference, de Certeau defines and distinguishes between “strategy” 
and “tactic” in his “General Introduction” (xix). 

2. As Madigan relates, “unfortunately, reprintings of Passing have published 
the two different endings without notice. The Arno Press (1969), Negro 
Universities Press (1969), and Ayer Publishing company (1985) reprint the 
shortened conclusion, while Collier Books (1971) reprints the full version as it 
appeared in the first and second printings” (522). The issue is complicated even 
more, as Madigan explains, by the 1986 Rutgers UP edition in which the origi-
nal ending is omitted, and, in a footnote, readers are told that an additional 
paragraph is included in the Collier edition but that the added paragraph was 
“not included in the original Knopf edition” (qtd. in Madigan 522). 

3. See Wendy Kline’s Building a Better Race for information in regard to 
Popenoe’s immense popularity in mainstream media (c.f. p. 143). 

4. Popenoe and Johnson do not rely on the term “Nordic” as frequently as does 
Grant, but there are enough instances scattered throughout their book to indi-
cate that Nordics, as a “race,” are the privileged category.  

5. Ross is reputed to have coined the term “race suicide” at the turn of the 
twentieth century, a crisis catchphrase that was later picked up by Theodore 
Roosevelt. See Kline, Building a Better Race, p. 11.

6. As a note on the text explains, an early version of this article appeared in the 
twelfth edition of Encyclopedia Brittanica, in 1929 (Morison 239). 

7. I am indebted to Gutjahr and Benton for the reference to Warde.
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“I’m Inclined to Believe”: Editing 
Uncertainty in the Ending(s) to Nella 

Larsen’s Passing

Ross K. Tangedal

Centuries after, she heard the strange man saying: “Death by misadventure, I’m in-
clined to believe. Let’s go up and have another look at that window.”

– final paragraph to the first two printings of Passing

Her quaking knees gave way under her. She moaned and sank down, moaned again.
Through the great heaviness that submerged and drowned her she was dimly conscious 

of strong arms lifting her up. Then everything was dark.

– final paragraph to the third printing of Passing

Nella Larsen’s Passing, published in 1929, remains one of the finest 
novels of the early twentieth century and a touchstone work of 

the Harlem Renaissance. Larsen’s haunting text encompasses a wide 
variety of issues, ranging from sexuality and repression to racial am-
biguity and motherhood. Behind each line is Larsen, directing read-
ers through a maelstrom of the memories and experiences of Irene 
Redfield, a mother, wife, and community organizer from Harlem. 
Through Irene, we come to know Clare Kendry, the effervescent, dark 
light of Irene’s past (and present); Brian Redfield, Irene’s husband and 
veteran of the Great War; and John Bellew, Clare’s racist, white hus-
band. Larsen’s greatest achievement is her ability to get the most out 
of so few pages. A slim novel, Passing nevertheless provides rich his-
tories of Irene Redfield and Clare Kendry with precision rather than 
breadth, which results in compact passages flush with meaning. For 
instance: “Not so lonely that that old, queer, unhappy restlessness had 
begun again within him; that craving for some place strange and dif-
ferent, which at the beginning of her marriage she had had to make 
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such strenuous efforts to repress, and which yet faintly alarmed her, 
though it now sprang up at gradually lessening intervals” (35).1 Here, 
Irene questions her and her husband’s future through remembrance of 
things past, though we know not exactly what she means by “that old, 
queer, unhappy restlessness,” or “that craving for some place strange 
and different.” Though precise in her language and tone, Larsen plays 
with context to give readers a tapestry hidden within a simple package. 
Larsen’s book inwardly and outwardly defies definition. 

However, despite the strange coupling of ambiguity and precision 
that Larsen perfects, something else lies at the heart of this story. Not 
the story within the novel, but the story of the novel. Larsen’s celebrated 
novel contains two endings. The first two printings of the first edition 
ended with a two-sentence paragraph: “Centuries after, she heard the 
strange man saying: ‘Death by misadventure, I’m inclined to believe. 
Let’s go up and have another look at that window.’” The third printing 
of the first edition did not include the former paragraph and ended 
with the haunting phrase, “Then everything was dark.” Therefore, what 
can we say about the ending to Passing? How can readers experience 
Larsen’s text in two different ways based on the presence (or lack) of 
two sentences? 

When we read, we think of books as outgrowths of authorial in-
spiration. A writer has an idea; that idea is written down on pieces of 
paper; those papers are transformed into a book; that book is published 
for readers to read. While this sounds ideal, it is illogical, and frankly, 
it does a disservice to the process and business of literature. In real-
ity, a book is a complicated web of compromises—a non-linear circuit 
built on the uncertainty of the book’s existence. There is nothing finite 
about a piece of literature, yet readers should know what transpired 
during the creation of a book to appreciate it (and the business) more 
fully. Textual historian Elizabeth Eisenstein reminds us: “When ideas 
are detached from the media used to transmit them, they are also cut 
off from the historical circumstances that shape them, and it becomes 
difficult to perceive the changing context within which they must be 
viewed” (224). Eisenstein refers to our tendency to see the evolution 
of print as a linear progression toward modern print processes, rather 
than seeing each individual print intervention as a unique, definable 
revolution in its own right. She argues further that we must acknowl-
edge the “acceptance of discontinuity” imbedded in textual history, a 
discontinuity that frees us from understanding literature, literary his-
tory, and print culture as a chronological inevitability (226). Textual 
scholar G. Thomas Tanselle describes the uncertainty inherent in liter-
ary works, much like Eisenstein’s acknowledgement of discontinuity: 
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Whatever position we take regarding the independent exis-
tence of physical objects, we may still make a distinction be-
tween the works that can survive—if they survive at all—as 
artifacts and works that can survive only through the instruc-
tions for their reconstitution. The former are fixed entities in 
a way that the latter cannot be. We have to recognize, in re-
sponding to the latter, that uncertainty is of their essence and 
that textual questions are integral to our appreciation of them. 
(25)

Tanselle expects us to recognize textual instability and uncertain-
ty in order to reconstruct (and properly edit) a text for publication. 
Uncertainty helps us appreciate the complexity of texts, and the reason 
we are drawn to them is because of their unique ability to be multivalent 
rather than fixed. Nevertheless, save for the ending, Larsen’s Passing 
appears today in mostly the same state as it did on 26 April 1929. She 
left no direction on how to reconstitute the text for future generations 
because the text was in its final state, until the final paragraph disap-
peared. Without evidence to support the excision, editors are left with 
uncertainty, and since 1986, several scholars have rationalized their 
editorial decisions despite gaps in the historical, textual record. We ap-
preciate Passing for its ambiguity and its intrigue, but the trouble with 
the endings is that we read them as we read the book as we read Nella 
Larsen: mysteries on top of enigmas wrapped in unknowing. 

Patient Accumulation
Bibliographer Fredson Bowers argued, “A critic who becomes impatient 
at the bibliographer’s concern to establish the exact form of a text in all 
its possible pre-publication states of variance is throwing away, almost 
wilfully, one of the best possible ways of understanding an author by 
following him step by step at work.” Consequently, by ignoring the tex-
tual history of a book, critics and readers ultimately lose the chance to 
examine “the shaping development of idea as represented by stylistic 
and substantive revision, the manner in which one revision may have 
given rise to another or to a modification of the initial concept” (15). 
When dealing with the endings to Passing, the bibliographer must first 
recognize the context central to the entrance of the text into the world. 
When Bowers asks that we look for “states of variance” and examine 
“the shaping development of idea,” he is asking that we get it right, 
the “it” being Larsen’s authorial intention; how did she want to end 
Passing, and why should it matter to readers?
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Unearthing narratives of compromise within the business of litera-
ture has produced unique, substantive episodes that recast the role of 
the author to the reader. Tanselle contends that “even if one denies the 
idea of individual authorship altogether, one still measures each text 
against the potentialities of the language in which it is expressed and 
makes adjustments accordingly” (18). He further reminds us that “the 
process of reading (and thus criticism) therefore begins with the deci-
sion whether or not to be concerned with history” (35). Tanselle, along 
with Bowers, believes that an author’s intentions should drive any edi-
tion of a work. Texts matter, especially when criticism may be based on 
inexact or incorrect printings of an author’s work. Bowers fought for 
specificity, extolling the virtues of bibliography as a gateway to sound 
criticism: “the literary critic must become sophisticated, and leave his 
childish faith in the absoluteness of the printed word. Before he expati-
ates upon subtle ambiguities and two-way syntax he had better check 
his facts, that is to say his text” (34). Can we truly appreciate a text if we 
do not know how it came into being? Which of Larsen’s endings was 
her own? Moreover, if the role of the textual scholar is to study “process 
(the historical stages in the production, transmission, and reception 
of texts), not just product” (Greetham 2; emphasis in original), then 
shouldn’t readers know why Larsen’s novel has two different endings? 

Bibliographic pioneer W. W. Greg felt that textual editors and bibli-
ographers, through the “patient accumulation and recording of facts,” 
should strive to ask the necessary questions regarding a text, define the 
problems within a text, and systematize the method by which that text 
is reconstructed (4, 12). The concern of the bibliographer, to Greg, is 
literary, for “no editor, however sure his taste, ever did valuable work 
without technical skill in handling textual evidence: just as no editor, 
however scientific, is worth his salt without taste” (8–9). Minor points 
of difference, such as comma usage and spelling, can alter the mean-
ing of a text; but with Larsen’s novel comes a much graver issue—how 
does the book end? Tanselle makes evident the most important issue at 
hand regarding the proper restoration of any piece of literary history: 
“the efficiency of a document—written or printed—in performing its 
utilitarian task is measured (or would be, if such measurement were 
possible) by the degree to which the work that we think the document 
is telling us to create matches the one its producer had in mind” (40-41). 
However, John K. Young argues for a significant editorial shift in regard 
to Passing. He contends that “the most faithful contemporary edition 
of Passing would, ironically, refuse to choose either ending” (Black 
Writers, White Publishers 46). Books cannot live with two endings, but 
can Passing? What we want for Nella Larsen should not concern us; 
what should concern us is why so many have sought to assume Larsen’s 
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choices without clear evidence. Bowers was right; we should honor 
the author by attempting to excavate any and all evidence in service to 
her intention, but what happens when those attempts have been ex-
hausted? Aesthetics should not govern editorial considerations; facts 
do that. But until those facts are uncovered, and if we have examined 
all available evidence, then we must adhere to Young’s radical editorial 
model, if only to maintain the history (and mystery) of one of the great 
novels of the twentieth century.

The Menace of Impermanence
Scholars have had difficulty pinning down which version of Passing is 
“correct,” given the lack of material evidence to suggest a firm choice. 
Mark J. Madigan was the first scholar to publish an article dealing with 
the disparity, noting that the original ending “gives no indication as 
to whether the death was in fact accidental, but it does give the im-
pression—albeit one based on what the officer is ‘inclined to believe’—
that Clare’s husband and Irene will be absolved of responsibility by 
the police,” while the amended ending provides “no indication as to 
the legal consequences facing Clare’s husband and Irene in this ver-
sion, and the sense of conclusion to the novel is more ‘open’” (522). 
Young outlines these textual problems in several essays, and chiefly in 
his book Black Writers, White Publishers (2006). For Young, the point 
is not whether a version is correct, but rather what readers can do with 
multiple versions of the same text. He examines most available edited 
editions of Larsen’s book, discussing the inconsistencies and floating 
allegiances of editors trying to determine the correct ending. He argues 
that “to read Passing’s narrative instabilities while ignoring its textual 
instability transfers the narrative dynamics out of their original context 
of production and therefore passes off the text as a stable document, 
even while a productive ambiguity operates at both the narrative and 
material levels” (Black Writers, White Publishers 45). Young’s conclu-
sions are sound: “The problem lies, of course, in not being able to know 
whether the omitted paragraph represented any intention at all, autho-
rial or otherwise. The lack of either a relevant author’s or publisher’s 
archive makes it impossible to prefer one printing versus the other on 
the basis of intentionality.” Without stable evidence, a stable conclu-
sion is futile, even impossible. “What is important theoretically about 
this problem,” concludes Young, “is, instead, the larger cultural lesson 
borne out by this bottom-line textual instability” (51). Therefore, our 
appreciation of Passing relies on the text’s inability to be defined, both 
narratively and textually. It is a text without a fixed body.
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Martha J. Cutter describes Passing as a “galaxy of signs” where “Clare 
functions as a signifier whose meaning cannot be stabilized, fixed, 
confined, limited; and ‘passing’ becomes the ultimate mechanism for 
creating a text that refuses to be contained, consumed, or reduced to 
a unitary meaning” (“Sliding Signifiers” 76). If we recall Eisenstein’s 
“acceptance of discontinuity” and Tanselle’s attention to “uncertainty,” 
narratives of—and as a result of—destabilization fit that mold narra-
tively and textually. For many scholars, the acceptance (or recognition) 
of Clare’s ambiguity results in the acceptance of ambiguity in the textu-
al history and authorial intention behind the novel. Cutter concludes 
that “for Clare, ‘passing’ becomes a mechanism to get what she wants—
which is not a singular identity, an identity that corresponds to a the-
oretical inner self, but an identity that can escape the enclosures of 
race, class, and sexuality” (84). Does Larsen’s text (and Larsen herself) 
subscribe to the same kind of escape, outside the “enclosures” of tex-
tual definition? Deborah McDowell—whose 1986 Rutgers University 
Press edition of Passing (published in the same volume as Larsen’s first 
novel, Quicksand) remains a popular edition of the text—also accepts 
the ambiguity of the novel. She concludes that the endings to both 
of Larsen’s novels “show her grappling with the conflicting demands 
of her racial and sexual identities and the contradictions of a black 
and feminine aesthetic” (79). The virtues of McDowell’s “conflicting 
demands” result from endings that are “much more radical and origi-
nal efforts to acknowledge a female sexual experience most often re-
pressed in both literary and social realms” (80). In reading Clare as an 
uncertain identity, thanks in large part to Larsen’s decision to filter the 
novel through Irene’s perspective, the text itself becomes uncertain, 
and readers accept this uncertainty as they accept Clare.

Further, Barbara Christian notes that Larsen, after charges of pla-
giarism were levelled against her, “disappeared into the wide world, 
to be neither black nor white, but merely apart” (48). Clare, the book, 
Larsen: neither black nor white, merely apart? Judi Roller, in discuss-
ing the endings to feminist novels of the twentieth century, argues that 
“to an extent, many of the heroines are not so much fleeing or escap-
ing as being driven away” (102). Larsen was driven away by an industry 
that refused to absolve her of her alleged indiscretions, regardless of 
their merit. In Quicksand, protagonist Helga Crane moves from place 
to place (six locations in total) in an attempt to find acceptance. Joshua 
M. Murray argues that Helga “chooses to mobilize in an attempt to 
locate an accepting community,” her dissatisfaction with each locale 
driving her from place to place. However, the novel ends with Helga 
marrying a Southern preacher and birthing five children, the opposite 
of the freedom of movement she once enacted. “Helga feels that mar-
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riage becomes the only way she can conclusively terminate her mobil-
ity,” Murray claims, so she “resigns herself to a life of passivity, subjuga-
tion, and motherhood” (179, 181). Helga feels driven to stasis not out of 
preference, but out of necessity, even though her choice leads to more, 
rather than less, dissatisfaction. Larsen’s own transition from literary 
celebrity to forgotten writer followed a similar trajectory, with little to 
trace her choices other than speculation. The binary of movement/
stasis and the need for disappearance both play significant parts in 
Larsen’s depiction of (and experience with) racial identity. Cutter con-
vincingly argues that “race is an illogical set of discourses that get su-
tured onto bodies. But the seams of the suturing show, and instead of 
being stabilized by this discourse, race remains unknowable through a 
visual logic” (“Nella Larsen’s Passing” 30–31). She points out the vari-
ous ways in which race is questioned and destabilized throughout the 
novel, and in some way, the ending to the novel shares in this destabi-
lization. Much like Helga’s decision to settle into subjugation, Passing 
and Nella Larsen remain unknowable.

Biographies of the author2 feature Larsen’s enigmatic character and 
disappearance from literary life, chiefly because that narrative draws 
our attention. We need only look to the popular purveyance of isola-
tion and mystery surrounding J. D. Salinger, Thomas Pynchon, Harper 
Lee, and Emily Dickinson (to name a few) to see how lives lived in 
secrecy decorate readers’ (and biographers’) imaginations. The biog-
raphies bear this phenomenon out. Charles R. Larson suggests that 
Larsen “inched along her own lonely pathway toward obscurity and 
oblivion,” and “invisibility is often one’s only guarantee of survival” 
(211). Thadious M. Davis concludes: “Larsen’s solution was a stasis in 
which no movement at all was necessary. She stopped in place and 
remained there long enough to allow the problem to dissolve, to dis-
appear as she herself had. When she began to move again, she con-
centrated on the smallest possible amount of space and motion so as 
to attract no notice to the self that had been Nella Larsen, novelist” 
(464). George Hutchinson visited the Garden of Memory of Brooklyn’s 
Cypress Hills Cemetery—the graveyard where Larsen (under Nella 
Imes) was buried—though he could not locate a marker for the author. 
After an unsuccessful search, he writes, “While I was washing my 
hands in the outside lavatory, Valerie Swan Young, a member of the 
staff, brought out the record for me to see. The card bore only the name 
‘Nella Imes’—no date of birth or death, no record of a headstone. She 
was there all right, in that gap at the center of the Garden of Memory, 
but the grave had never been marked” (482). Much like seeing the book 
as an ambiguous entity, rather than merely an ambiguous narrative, 
scholars read Larsen as a mystery, an ambiguous specter of literary his-



Ross K. Tangedal

212

tory, and a destabilized personality. Our understanding of her work 
relies on the legend of disappearance, on her invisibility, and on her 
retreat into obscurity being amplified rather than demystified. Though 
Larsen characterizes Clare’s re-entry into Irene’s life as “the menace of 
impermanence” (72), we justify our understanding of Larsen and her 
book through it. The menace of impermanence is our refuge.

However, when editing a text for publication, or recreating a text 
for an edition, editors make choices. As Greg noted earlier, no editor 
is worth his or her salt without taste, and that taste drives (for better 
or worse) any version of a text. According to Young, “given this edito-
rial undecidability, the proliferation of both versions [of Passing] in 
print is an effective, if unintentional solution to the problem of which 
version of Passing to prefer: neither is the ‘correct’ edition (even if the 
standards by which they are edited vary substantially), and so both 
versions should be available” (“Versions” 153). Young fuses the discon-
tinuity and uncertainty espoused by Eisenstein and Tanselle with his 
notion of editorial “undecidability.” He seeks not to establish an ideal 
text of Passing, but rather to promote the book as “a materially queer 
text—that is, in addition to its thematic resonances along those lines, 
the book refuses to settle into one edition or the other” (153). Tanselle, 
Bowers, and others argue fervently for the restoration of texts by at-
tending to authorial intention; the uncertainty of texts allows us to 
aid in their restoration rather than leave them disparate, if only our 
evidence is sound. But Young cautions against stabilizing terms in ref-
erence to Larsen: “In works like Passing, the textual instabilities en-
courage discussions about race in America as an unstable term, one 
that has been premised not only on misreadings of bodies as physical 
texts but also on a social construction that often has inescapably real 
consequences” (154; emphasis in original). The interweaving of Larsen, 
her narrative, and her endings results in the ultimate complication: to 
read Larsen is to bear witness to the subjugation of authorial intention 
in the face of uncertainty; we revel in the acceptance of discontinuity 
not out of ignorance, but out of necessity. For Young, Passing leads us 
toward “discussions that illuminate and historicize the specific terms 
through which culturally dominant images of blackness have been 
produced, marketed, and resisted” (154). Without this uncertainty, and 
without the mystery surrounding the endings, would the text as object 
matter? We link ambiguity from text to author and back to text freely, 
making a tragedy out of Nella Larsen and a mystery out of undefinable 
authorial intention. However, those scholars who have edited reprints 
of Passing have attempted to deduce Larsen’s authorial intention while 
still promoting (and therefore editing) some level of uncertainty, pro-
viding readers with confusion rather than clarity. Whether subtly sug-
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gesting or outwardly prescribing Larsen’s motives, editors have both 
accepted and rejected the uncertainty of the endings to Passing.

Editing Uncertainty
Is it the unknowing, the weakened suturing, the undecidability, and 
the trouble that makes Passing matter? Young meticulously explicates 
the various textual notes3 written by editors that foreground many edi-
tions of Larsen’s novel, concluding that each fails to understand fully 
the textual history of the book.4 If we are to dictate editorial decisions 
upon a work, then we must be prepared to justify those decisions. 
Below are five editorial textual notes from various editors discussing 
their decisions regarding the ending to Passing. In each, we see the re-
spective editors attempting to position the ending based on what evi-
dence they appear to have at hand. My goal in discussing these notes 
is to continue and extend Young’s narrative of textual unknowing that 
permeates editorial decisions regarding the novel.

The first is Deborah E. McDowell’s opening note on the text and 
her note regarding the ending in the Rutgers University Press reprint 
(1986): 

This edition of Nella Larsen’s two novels has been reset, based 
on original editions. Quicksand was originally published by 
Alfred A. Knopf in 1928, and Passing, also issued by Knopf, 
appeared in 1929. The only significant editorial emendation 
occurs on p.182 of Passing, where the word ‘sardony’ in all like-
lihood is a mistake for ‘irony’ and has been changed accord-
ingly. (xxxviii)

10. In 1971 Macmillan issued an edition of Passing that ended 
with the following final paragraph, which was not included 
in the 1929 Knopf edition: [reprints ‘Centuries after . . .’ para-
graph]. This paragraph does not seem to alter the spirit of the 
original in any way. (246) 

The second is Thadious M. Davis’s note on the text from the Penguin 
Books reprint (1997):

The text of this edition is based on the first edition, first print-
ing of Passing, which was published by Alfred A. Knopf in 
1929. The first printing of the first edition included a brief 
final paragraph that was dropped in the third printing of the 
novel: [reprints ‘Centuries after . . .’ paragraph]. Although it 
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is possible that the revised ending conformed to the author’s 
sense of her novel, there is no indication that Nella Larsen 
herself recommended, sought, or approved the excision of the 
final paragraph. The text of this edition, therefore, follows the 
original Knopf first printing.

With the exception of a few minor typographical errors, which 
have been silently corrected, the original punctuation, spell-
ing, and division of words, such as ‘kerb,’ ‘favourite,’ ‘for ever,’ 
and ‘week end,’ have been retained throughout the text. (xxxv)

The third is Charles R. Larson’s note on the text from the Anchor Books 
edition of The Complete Fiction of Nella Larsen (2001):

This is the only complete edition of Nella Larsen’s fiction, 
including her three published stories and the correct ending 
for Passing. Deborah E. McDowell argues erroneously for 
omitting the final paragraph of Passing because the second 
printing of the 1929 Knopf edition inadvertently omitted it. 
McDowell argues that Larsen was a perfectionist and decided 
to change the ending of her novel. Perfectionist she may have 
been, but there is no evidence for this conjecture. Rather, the 
missing final paragraph of the second printing would appear 
to be the result of a dropped printer’s plate. (xxii)

The fourth is Mae Henderson’s explanatory note regarding the ending 
from the Modern Library reprint (2002):

Two different endings to the novel were published by Alfred 
A. Knopf in 1929. The first and second printing concluded 
with the following paragraph: [reprints ‘Centuries after . . .’ 
paragraph]. The third printing, however, omits this passage, 
concluding with ‘Then everything was dark.’ Later editions, 
including those published by The Arno Press (1969), Negro 
Universities Press (1969), Ayer Publishing Company (1985), 
and Rutgers University Press (1986), close with the abridged 
version. In contrast, the 1971 Collier Books edition (Macmillan) 
and the 1997 Penguin Books edition conclude with the ex-
tended ending. The Modern Library edition also contains the 
original extended ending. Interestingly, editor Deborah E. 
McDowell states in her introduction to the Rutgers edition 
that ‘this closing paragraph does not seem to alter the spirit 
of the original in any way.’ I am inclined to believe that the 
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ending does make a difference, in that the amended conclu-
sion enhances its status as a ‘writerly’ text—in the sense that 
French critic Roland Barthes defines as ‘writerly’ an open-end-
ed text that requires the reader to collaborate in producing its 
meaning. (203–04)

The fifth, and final, is Carla Kaplan’s note on the text from the Norton 
Critical edition (2007):

Originally titled ‘Nig,’ the novel’s title was changed to Passing 
prior to publication. It is unknown whether this change was 
made at the publisher’s behest or Larsen’s. Knopf printed three 
editions of the novel, which sold some 3,000–4,000 copies in 
1929. The text of this edition is based on the first printing, which 
included the final paragraph. The third printing of the novel 
omitted this paragraph and it has, consequently, been omitted 
in many subsequent reprintings of the novel. However, since 
it is unknown whether the paragraph was dropped at Larsen’s 
request or as a printer’s error, the paragraph is included here, 
as it originally appeared. Larsen’s original spelling and punc-
tuation have been retained throughout this text. (xxxi)

Together, these notes show the range of unknowing at the center of our 
editorial debate. 

One immediately recognizes the problem: which printing of Passing 
saw the final paragraph scrapped? McDowell (1986) does not acknowl-
edge that multiple printings of the first edition exist; since she oper-
ates under the assumption that the third printing of the first edition 
is the only printing of the first edition, she gives very little weight to 
a paragraph that she believes was added forty-two years after the fact. 
Her conclusion that the paragraph “does not seem to alter the spirit 
of the original in any way” firmly establishes “Then everything was 
dark” as the “original” final line in the novel. Several scholars have cor-
rected McDowell’s error, but her edition was the first major reprint of 
Larsen’s work in decades; its impact is still felt today, as various schol-
ars continue to cite her edition of Quicksand and Passing in their work. 
Regardless of the incomplete textual history of her edition, McDowell’s 
reprint brought forth—inadvertently—the oddity of Larsen’s compli-
cated ending. Conversely, Davis (1997) properly identifies the three 
printings of the first edition, though she leaves space for interpretation 
when she presupposes that the “revised” ending may have “conformed 
to the author’s sense of her novel.” In titling the excised paragraph a re-
vision, Davis trusts that the paragraph was removed intentionally (so as 
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to be “revised”), rather than accidentally or flippantly. She notes in her 
biography that Larsen was “not satisfied with the ending of her novel” 
and “may well have been responsible for dropping the final paragraph 
in the second printing” (322). Though she corrects her biography’s tex-
tual error in the note, she still suggests that the “revised” ending may 
be closer to what the author wanted, though “there is no indication 
that Nella Larsen herself recommended, sought, or approved the exci-
sion of the final paragraph.” The first printing ending appears in Davis’s 
edition, but she implies that the third printing ending may be closer to 
Larsen’s aesthetic. We can deduce which ending Davis prefers.

Mae Henderson (2002) provides more textual information regard-
ing the ending in her note, and she even lists which versions were 
published with the third printing “abridged” ending and which were 
published with the “original extended” ending. Phrases like “abridged” 
and “extended” imply active intentionality, much like Davis’s use of 
“revised.” The first printing ending was not an extended ending; it was 
simply the ending. The third printing ending was not an “abridged” 
ending since no one has taken credit for abridging it. If anything, the 
third printing produced an alternate version of the ending rather than 
an abridgement. However, Henderson is right to question McDowell, 
something Davis did not do, in order to connect the most popular ver-
sions of the book for scholars and readers. The “amended” conclusion—
which I take to mean the third printing ending—while not textually 
correct to Henderson, performs a more Barthian “writerly” function, 
making the book a collaboration. It strikes me as odd that Henderson 
would conclude her note with this analysis, chiefly because she tips her 
hand in favor of the “amended” conclusion, much like Davis does in 
her note. Perhaps it helps us understand why Henderson does not offer 
a justification for why she chose the “original extended ending” for the 
Modern Library reprint. She too prefers the third printing ending. The 
power of “Then everything was dark” is palpable; the third printing 
ending is memorable, haunting, and satisfying, much like the endings 
to F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby (1925)—“So we beat on, boats 
against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past” (189)—and 
Kate Chopin’s The Awakening (1899)—“There was the hum of bees, 
and the musky odor of pinks filled the air” (176). McDowell directly 
(though she lacks context, evidence, or an accurate record) supports 
the third printing ending, while Davis and Henderson offer their own 
silent support of the third printing ending through subtle misdirection 
under the guise of editorial propriety. 

Charles R. Larson (2001) and Carla Kaplan (2007) side in favor of the 
first printing ending, yet both come at their conclusions in starkly diver-
gent manners. Larson dubs the first ending “correct” from the outset, 
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assuming an aggressive, authoritative persona lacking from McDowell, 
Davis, and Henderson, yet his authority is contentious: 1) He confuses 
the second and third printings of the novel, since McDowell did not 
acknowledge the existence of more than one printing in her note; 2) 
Larson takes McDowell to task for most of his note, but his editorial 
predecessor offers very little explanation in her short note regarding 
the ending; and 3) nowhere does McDowell mention “perfectionist” 
or assume that Larsen “decided to change the ending of her novel.” 
Remember, McDowell was operating under the assumption that “Then 
everything was dark” was the original ending, and the “Centuries after 
. . .” paragraph was added forty-two years later from an extraneous 
source. Further, to McDowell’s credit, she does not argue for omission; 
she simply states that a stray paragraph appeared in 1971, and in her es-
timation, the paragraph does not alter the work she had come to know 
as the first edition of Passing. Rather than omit the final paragraph, 
McDowell merely disregards it. However, nowhere is Larson more de-
batable than in the conclusion to his note, where he claims (without 
substantiation, definition, or evidence) that the third printing ending 
“appeared to be the result of a dropped printer’s plate.” Young quickly 
dismisses this conjecture, since no textual evidence suggests that a 
printer’s plate was “dropped.”5 The only way that the first printing final 
paragraph could have been dropped was as a result of direct textual 
intervention, the same intervention that Davis and Henderson subtly 
suggest strengthens the ending. To suggest correctness with almost no 
proper evidence throws the endings into even more confusion, though 
Larson senses that the dubious editing done by previous scholars re-
quired a definite decision. Unfortunately, he was not in a position to 
provide an accurate, definite conclusion, though he obviously attempt-
ed one.

Carla Kaplan also chooses to conclude her edition with the first 
printing ending. She carefully (and correctly) provides readers with an 
accurate history of the muddled printing timeline, a range of copies 
sold, and a justification for her decision to end the edition with the 
“Centuries after . . .” paragraph. However, Kaplan, much like Davis and 
Henderson, leaves room for questioning by beginning her note (the 
only editor to do so) with a mini-history regarding the novel’s original 
manuscript title, “Nig.” Biographers Davis and Hutchinson both men-
tion the change; Davis argues that “someone at Knopf had suggested 
the change of its title because ‘Nig’ might be too inflammatory for a 
novel by an unproven writer, while ‘Passing,’ and the phenomenon’s 
connection to miscegenation, would incite interest without giving of-
fense. Larsen did not object” (306–07). George Hutchinson concludes 
that the title may have been shed “at Knopf’s urging after the flak over 
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the title Nigger Heaven” (294).6 One way to read the note is that since 
we cannot know whether Larsen requested the change or not, we can 
assume that there is the potential for publisher strong-arming or unau-
thorized retitling at the expense of Larsen’s vision. However, disputed 
titling between authors and publishers is not new, nor does it neces-
sarily suggest that an author’s agency was questioned or denied in the 
process. Kaplan allows readers to believe that Larsen’s autonomy may 
have been questioned in retitling her novel Passing, and the same ques-
tioning filters through the remainder of her note. If readers believe 
that Larsen may not have approved of the decision to retitle her work, 
then they may believe that the first printing ending was not Larsen’s 
preferred ending. Kaplan lists only “Larsen’s request” and “a printer’s 
error” as potential reasons for the dropped paragraph; knowing now 
that the dropped paragraph could not have been the result of a print-
er’s error, a dropped plate, or any other printing process malfunction, 
that leaves only one possible conclusion: Larsen requested the change. 
Kaplan is right (as was Charles R. Larson) to select the first printing 
ending for her edition, and (unlike Larson) she provides an accurate 
accounting of the textual history of the book. However, by refraining 
from including “publisher’s error” or “publisher’s decision” as a reason 
for the dropped paragraph, Kaplan suggests that unless a mechanical 
error caused the change, Larsen herself must have had something to 
do with the removal of the first printing final paragraph. 

In her introduction to the Norton edition, Kaplan claims, “The 
novel reminds us of the (sometimes tragic) gap between what we think 
we believe in and what in fact we want” (xi). Her sentiment adequately 
sums up the questionable history that has guided the existing textual 
notes concerning the endings to Passing. Each editor, in their own way, 
knew what they thought they believed in, but each wanted something 
else to be true—a dropped plate, a requested change, a defiant slash, a 
more “writerly” text. In the end, everything is still dark.

Never Clearly
In 1989, Mark J. Madigan recommended that “Then everything was 
dark” should end a “definitive” edition of Passing, “since there is no 
evidence that Larsen opposed the substantive change of dropping the 
final paragraph.” He suggested that editors “discuss the final paragraph 
in a textual note recounting its enigmatic history, a history which un-
derscores the difficulty of establishing authorial intention” (523). By 
accepting the third printing ending, Madigan indirectly establishes 
Larsen’s authorial intention; since she did not oppose the removal, she 
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must have preferred it. If Larsen did not oppose the change, then the 
amended ending exists not under protest, but under acquiescence. A 
similar narrative surrounds Toni Morrison’s ending to Beloved (1987), 
in which “Certainly no clamor for a kiss” was not her original penulti-
mate sentence. “Kiss” was arrived at after Robert Gottlieb, her editor at 
Random House, objected to her original choice. Of her original word 
choice, Morrison agreed that “something was wrong with it if it called 
attention to itself—awkwardly, inappropriately—and did not com-
plete the meaning of the text, but dislodged it. . . . Eventually, I did 
discover a word that seemed to accomplish what the original did with 
less mystification: ‘kiss’” (Morrison 6–7). Her narrative of respectful 
acquiescence turns her editor’s suggestion into her triumph, though 
she claims to regret the change several paragraphs later: “Actually, I 
think my editor was right. The original word was the ‘wrong’ word. But 
I also know that my friend was right: the ‘wrong’ word, in this case, was 
also the only word. Since language is community, if the cognitive ecol-
ogy of a language is altered, so is the community. As you can see, my 
assertion of agency outside the raced house turned into genuflection in 
its familiar yard” (8). One must question Morrison, though, as a Nobel 
laureate with the clout to authorize an alteration to the ending to her 
most-beloved novel. She could make the change if she wanted; she has 
the authority and the autonomy to do so, yet she lets her novel stand 
as is, the crowning achievement of her career. At the very least, her ac-
quiescence is justified because of her ability to discuss it with readers. 
We witness Toni Morrison’s authority, something we are unable to do 
with Nella Larsen. Once Clare Kendry falls to her death, Irene “never 
afterwards allowed herself to remember. Never clearly” (79). Perhaps 
Madigan wishes (as others do) for Larsen to break through from the 
past and clarify her intentions so we can accept her legacy. Sadly, that 
is not possible.

When editing Larsen, it is the unknowing that haunts us. In the 
ninety years since its publication, Passing has penetrated the culture 
with its ambiguity, its hidden passions, and its beauty. John K. Young 
suggests that “whatever practical decisions might be made, the most 
accurate edition of the novel would, ironically, gesture only to the in-
solubility of its closing crux, because the most ethical editorial strategy 
would be the preservation of our lack of knowledge” (Black Writers, 
White Publishers 56). Since we do not have, nor does it seem we will 
ever have, a definitive answer regarding the missing paragraph in the 
third printing of Passing, the best we can do is allow the unknowable 
history of the novel’s materiality to live on in a constant state of flux. 
Young is right when he posits: “Editing Larsen’s novel in terms of that 
material history would bring readers face to face with questions we 
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cannot answer, and with a history we cannot write, thus directing them 
to confront such gaps in the literary past and to address them directly 
in the future” (56). The endings to Nella Larsen’s Passing mean more 
as mysteries than they do as finite certainties—all the more reason to 
encourage uncertainty as a driving narrative in editorial decisions. By 
casting Larsen, her book, and her endings as the products of unknow-
able intentions, we likewise cast the editor as a chronicler of compo-
sitional instability without the satisfaction of arriving at a fixed, in-
tended conclusion. 

Every text is different, and an editor’s most loyal companion is the 
evidence by which he or she makes crucial decisions. In time, a new 
edition of Larsen’s novel will call to this textual conundrum with more 
authority than any of the previous editions could, simply because the 
patient accumulation of facts requires just that: patience.7 For now, we 
are left somewhere between Irene Redfield at the end of Part Three, 
Chapter One—“It did hurt. But it didn’t matter”—and Irene Redfield at 
the beginning of Part Three, Chapter Two—“But it did matter. It mat-
tered more than anything had ever mattered before” (67). Now let’s go 
have another look at that window.

I would like to thank Donavan L. Ramon and Joshua Murray for their sugges-
tions on early drafts of this article.

Notes
1. When quoting from Passing, I reference the 2007 Norton Critical edition 
edited by Carla Kaplan.

2. There are three biographies of Nella Larsen: Charles R. Larson’s Invisible 
Darkness: Jean Toomer & Nella Larsen (University of Iowa Press, 1993); Thadious 
M. Davis’s Nella Larsen, Novelist of the Harlem Renaissance (Louisiana State 
UP, 1994); and George Hutchinson’s In Search of Nella Larsen: A Biography of 
the Color Line (Belknap Press, 2006).

3. Since Young’s book was released one year prior to Carla Kaplan’s Norton 
Critical edition of Passing (2007), he was not able to examine her textual note 
along with other versions. I include Kaplan’s note in my discussion.

4. See Young, Black Writers, White Publishers, pp. 44–56. In a thorough ex-
amination, Young lays out several of the major editions’ notes and displays the 
inconsistency at play. He argues that “these different approaches have created 
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something of an editorial muddle, perhaps because none of Larsen’s editors so 
far have been textual scholars per se” (46). I chose to include the full texts of 
each of the five major editions’ textual notes written by Deborah L. McDowell 
(Rutgers UP, 1986), Thadious M. Davis (Penguin Books, 1997), Charles R. 
Larson (Anchor Books, 2001), Mae Henderson (Modern Library, 2002), and 
Carla Kaplan (Norton, 2007) to trace the uncertainty hidden under the guise 
of editorial propriety. If we are to edit Larsen’s text, we need to know where the 
text has been. Young’s editorial conclusions (as I discuss) provide a stunning 
reimagining of editorial process, and these notes provide the framework for 
ninety years of textual questioning. 

5. Young notes: “If my understanding of the electrotype process is correct, this 
colophon would indicate that the dropped paragraph could not be a ‘matter 
of a dropped plate,’ as Larson suggests, because the last page would have been 
printed from a plate carrying more type than just the final paragraph” (Black 
Writer, White Publishers 50).

6. Hutchinson is referring to Carl Van Vechten’s novel Nigger Heaven, pub-
lished to controversy in 1926. Passing is partially dedicated to Van Vechten, 
who was a good friend to Larsen.

7. M. Giulia Fabi and Jacquelyn Y. McLendon are currently preparing an edition 
of Nella Larsen’s correspondence, an effort that will no doubt add to the on-
going scholarly conversation surrounding the author and her intentions. See 
their contribution in Approaches to Teaching the Novels of Nella Larsen, pp. 
161–68. 
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Teaching Nella Larsen’s Passing: 
Interrogating Privilege in the Liberal Arts 

Classroom

 
Kristy McMorris

I have taught Nella Larsen’s novel Passing (1929) multiple times in my 
career, and each time, my students and I have had to reckon with 

the way Larsen navigates the complicated terrain of identity within 
American society.1 With its ambiguous portrayals of the color line and 
transgressive depictions of class and sexuality, Passing often confounds 
students. While the relationship between two central characters, Irene 
Redfield and Clare Kendry, dominates the narrative, the egocentrism 
of the latter is foregrounded, obscuring how her pursuit of her desires 
offers needed interrogation of the exclusions she encounters within 
her community and society.

The premise of the novel is that Clare has attained affluence by 
passing as white. However, over the course of the text, Larsen de-
constructs the seemingly fundamental nature of identity as she pits 
it against widely-held assumptions around social and class mobility 
within American society. Within our mythologies of social mobility, 
the free pursuit of happiness is not only permitted but generally en-
couraged, but Clare’s efforts to do just that are often condemned within 
the book and beyond. The condemnation of Clare thus illuminates 
how structures of racism and expectations around gender shape and, 
in some cases, nullify those foundational principles of our nationalist 
ideologies. 

Within this essay, I explore the possibilities and limits of transgres-
sion within Passing as they serve as a commentary on the tenuous 
nature of belonging within community, using my experiences teaching 
the novel to illuminate how Larsen’s portrayal of otherness challenges 
many of our assumptions around identity and privilege. In doing so, I 
aim to demonstrate the usefulness of Larsen’s text for contemporary 
students and its enduring insightfulness for considering American so-
ciety in the present day. 



South Atlantic Review

225

Inhabiting Ambivalence: Clare as Racial Subject
Clare holds my students’ attention throughout our reading of the novel 
as she resists our collective desire to categorize her. Just as her father 
is described as African American, the text’s earliest portrayal of Clare 
depicts her as a poor African American girl, the daughter of an alco-
holic janitor. However, her adult life serves as a complete break from 
her early life. When we meet Clare, she is living as a white woman with 
a white husband whose blatant racism triggers our collective racial sen-
sitivity. These shifts in Clare’s identity reveal her ambiguity, but the 
ambiguity that Clare evinces has a sense of ambivalence at its base.

In general, ambivalence emerges at a crossroads moment in a given 
experience. It speaks to the desire to inhabit multiple possibilities si-
multaneously and often bemoans the limitations that prevent that 
experience of multiplicity and simultaneity. When Clare Kendry first 
“speaks” in the text, she describes her feelings of ambivalence. She has 
written her childhood friend, Irene Redfield, hoping they can rekindle 
their friendship. Yet beyond the sadness of losing a friend, Clare’s letter 
speaks to something more: “[I]n this pale life of mine I am all the time 
seeing the bright pictures of that other that I once thought I was glad 
to be free of . . .” (Larsen 7). Within this statement, Clare grounds her-
self solidly within “this pale life of mine,” the life that she inhabits as 
a white woman. Although it is described as “pale” and thus lacking of 
some desired vigor, it is hers. She accepts her life. However, Clare si-
multaneously desires to be elsewhere, in the midst of blackness and 
black people who are represented here in opposition to paleness and 
expressed as “bright pictures.” At this point in the text, Clare inhabits 
a deep ambivalence. While she once “was glad to be free of” the limita-
tions that blackness placed upon her, now she longs for it, “cannot help 
longing [for it] as I have never longed for anything before” (7).

Clare’s ambivalence is borne out of her journey to find a place in 
which she can fully exist. Her childhood existed within the non-place 
of her father’s rage––“edg[ing] herself [. . .]to the farthermost corner” 

 Thoughts Overheard2:
 
 Student: But if Clare’s dad was black and her husband doesn’t know                  
 that, then isn’t she lying about who she is?
 
 Me: I hear what you’re saying, but if there is deceit, what is the origin  
 of the falsehood?
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of their “ragged blue sofa” (4). Her childhood also crouched within 
the non-place that her social group extended to her—“Clare had never 
been exactly one of the group” (23). Even when her aunts provide her 
with shelter after her father’s violent death in a saloon fight, Clare is 
relegated to the non-place of black servitude and subordination to 
whiteness. Clare’s white aunts can only see her through a Biblical lens 
in which blackness is accursed. Within this context, Clare’s act of pass-
ing is redemptive and enables her to have a place where, for the first 
time in her life, she can exist—“to be a person and not a charity or a 
problem, or even a daughter of the indiscreet Ham” (34). Thus, mar-
rying John Bellew, a white man who assumes Clare to be white, has a 
quasi-liberating aspect to it as it finally sets Clare free from the eco-
nomic, social, gendered, and racialized experiences of marginalization 
that she has experienced throughout her life.

Clare’s life with John Bellew before reencountering Irene “that time 
in Chicago” mostly remains obscure within the text due to the fact 
that her passing relegates her to a life of secrecy. However, it otherwise 
seems to follow fairly standard bourgeois and heteronormative expec-
tations as they come together in marital union, have a child, and do 
the many things that their wealth allows them to do—accruing more 
wealth, traveling the world, living comfortably, and educating their 
child in European boarding schools. Their life appears on the surface 
very comfortable if not downright enviable.

Yet when Clare’s worlds, black and white, overlap, her comfort is 
disturbed, and her tranquil season of putative liberation from having 
passed into the upper echelons of race and class subtly ends at the 
scene of her tea. Surrounded as she is by her white husband who knows 
nothing of her past and her African American friends who know little 
of her present, Clare finds herself once again in an impossible space. 
When John calls her “Nig,” he is using his regular term of endearment 
for his wife, poking fun at her seemingly non-racialized darkening 
skin tone. But even as a term of endearment, John’s denigrating racism 
overshadows the enviability of Clare’s upper-class life, and despite the 
amiable manner through which he expresses his racist beliefs among 
the seemingly white people in his living room, it belies a deep hatred 
of African Americans—“They give me the creeps. Black scrimy devils” 
(57). While that racism has long been present in Clare and John’s mar-
riage, something about this encounter is jarring for Clare.3 Perhaps it is 
the fact that it forces her to exist in two places at once—joined with her 
white husband as well as connected to her African American friends. 
Or perhaps this moment disturbs her because it returns her to all of 
the non-places of her childhood and adolescence. Having to account 
for her husband’s racism, she is reminded of everything that she must 
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deny in order to enjoy her comfortable life as Mrs. John Bellew, but it is 
precisely her desire for a comfortable life that has motivated her pass-
ing and choice to live as a white woman. Thus, given Clare’s personal 
investment in whiteness, she knows that she cannot fully exist within 
an African American identity. She alludes to her sudden ambivalence 
in the letter to Irene that she writes shortly after hosting the tea. “It may 
be, ’Rene dear, it may just be, that, after all, your way may be the wiser 
and infinitely happier one. I’m not sure just now. At least not so sure as 
I have been” (67). 

When my students discuss identity, many of them espouse the belief 
that one can or should know oneself. Despite the rapidly expanding and 
shifting terrain of identity discourse in the 21st century, many students 
continue to espouse very traditional beliefs about identity formation. 
Educational researcher Jacob Getzels frames these beliefs: “Growing 
up successfully involves the acquisition of a satisfactory set of values to 
live by and attaining a stable identity.”4 Clare’s seeming comfort as Mrs. 
John Bellew might appear to suggest the stability of Clare’s identity 
and the depths of Clare’s knowledge about herself. But this moment 
of ambivalence points to how that accumulation of self-knowledge is 
always dynamic and subject to change, contingent on changes of cir-
cumstance. That which Clare was so sure of before no longer feels like 
the best possibility for self-actualization. Thus, the text suggests that 
this moment of ambivalence has its basis in Clare’s emerging need to 
inhabit both of these spaces—the affluent white world that she inhab-
its as Mrs. Bellew and the familiar African American world in which 
she grew up as Clare Kendry. That ambivalence, however, quickly (re)
turns into ambiguity, which leaves my students to wonder, “Where 
does Clare belong?”

Belonging and Privilege in the Liberal Arts Classroom 
I have taught at selective, liberal arts institutions throughout my teach-
ing career. The majority of these institutions and programs have fo-
cused their attention on early college education.5 Given the selective 
nature of most liberal arts schools and the self-selective nature of most 
early college programs, by the time that I meet my students, they have 
been working directly towards being able to sit in the exclusive seats 
that they now inhabit in the shared space of our classroom. If I were to 
ask them, “Where do you belong?” they would answer, “Here,” as early 
college students in the exclusive space of the liberal arts classroom. 
They know that they have earned the right to be in this space—based 
on their grades, the relationships they developed with their former 
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teachers and mentors, and their completion of a rigorous admission 
process. Their placement within this selective educational environ-
ment is indicative of a form of privilege that has its basis in academia.

In his essay, “The Social Construction of Difference,” Allen Johnson 
describes privilege as a situation in which “one group has something 
of value that is denied to the others simply because of the groups they 
belong to rather than because of anything they’ve done or failed to do” 
(16). Stephanie Wildman echoes Johnson in her definition of privilege 
as a “systemic conferral of benefit and advantage, triggered not by merit 
but by affiliation, conscious or not and chosen or not, to the dominant 
side of a power system” (qtd. in Walker 51). As a result of their record 
of educational success in their previous schools, my students gener-
ally fit the dominant group in terms of educational attainment, and 
in doing so, achieve normative status and thus “receive attention and 
recognition” (Harro 47).6 While school is often viewed as entirely meri-
tocratic, there are aspects of many students’ experiences that point to 
their privilege within an academic environment.

In addition to the relative effort of individual students, many factors 
contribute to individuals’ educational achievement. Key factors here 
include income and educational attainment within the family. Other 
important factors are students’ capacity for executive functioning and 
their inclination or socialization to take part in academic conversations 
where they would be expected to make claims and discuss ideas.7 Of 
course, other factors related to the structural and ideological makeup 
of the family and home also pertain—whether there is adequate space 
and time given for studying, whether the child is encouraged to get 
enough rest to function optimally at school, or whether the parents or 
guardians encourage and/or support the child’s progress in school. All 
of these circumstantial factors, this “system of benefits,” is often estab-
lished long before a student receives or excels on a given assignment, 
but these advantages are often “rendered invisible” such that the bearer 
of these benefits may be “oblivious” to them. To borrow from Peggy 
McIntosh, many students in the liberal arts classroom consciously 
and/or unconsciously (depending on the particular support) rely on 
“assurances, tools, maps, guides, codebooks, passports, [. . .] compass,” 
among other possibilities, academic and non-academic, that make 
up their “invisible knapsacks” that have supported them throughout 
their schooling, if not throughout their lives (10). Lacking sufficient 
insight into the complex structure of supports that have aided them 
in their success adds to their sense of belonging in the meritocracy of 
schooling.

To broaden the conversation on privilege, I would like to posit an-
other definition that builds on McIntosh’s representation of white priv-
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ilege. To the extent that McIntosh’s “knapsack” aids white individuals 
in maneuvering the terrain of modern society, I see privilege as based 
on having access to and mastery of the social logic which governs one’s 
world. As opposed to uncertainty about where one belongs similar to 
the character of Clare, the level of access and mastery that accompa-
nies privilege allows bearers of privilege to see themselves as innately 
fit to belong within and traverse the worlds in which they inhabit. 
Correspondingly, many students arrive at the liberal arts classroom 
having enjoyed a degree of academic privilege. Having performed well 
in their prior schools and experienced success within a competitive ad-
missions process, these students have enjoyed access to and mastery 
of the world of academia. They are relatively confident in their ability 
to see and articulate meaning in a given text or phenomenon, and that 
confidence is based on the presumption that the text or any object of 
academic inquiry will extend its meaning to them.

When I first taught Passing within the early college context, I in-
corporated the novel into my ninth-grade curriculum. This course 
unit took place during the Spring of 2010. I had previously taught the 
book in an Africana Studies course on “Blackness and Invisibility” at 
New York University in the Spring of 2005. Within my undergraduate 
course, my approach to teaching the novel was discussion based with 
student presentations and open-ended questions as we explored the-
matic intersections between Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man and diverse 
literary texts from throughout the black world. I returned to the book 
in this ninth-grade class as it would offer an interesting counterpoint 
to F. Scott Fitzgerald’s novel, The Great Gatsby. In both texts, central 
characters cross boundaries in their “pursuit of happiness.” As I trans-
lated a Passing unit from an undergraduate context, I aimed to enrich 
our discussions through multi-modal strategies for learning, examin-
ing the text through a cross-disciplinary lens and through visual learn-
ing aids like diagrams, among other possibilities. During that Spring 
of 2010, I also approached the text through a quasi-empirical lens in 
order to interrogate some of the assumptions underlying the narrative.

Through this empirical lens, we focused on the way that Passing 
challenges biological justifications of the one-drop rule. We created 
Punnett squares with our collective knowledge of genetics focusing on 
Clare’s parentage to highlight the reality of her mixed and unknown 
racial status. 
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Clare’s racial-genetic 
makeup

Clare’s father Clare’s mother

B ?

W ?

 

A recreation of our Punnett squares for analyzing Clare’s racial makeup

As the filled boxes attested to Clare’s black and white predecessors 
through her biracial father and the empty boxes simply left us ques-
tioning, we would discuss how the racist barriers to the character’s self-
actualization were unfair and had little basis in what race purported to 
signify, that being difference. Since Clare actually shares a racial back-
ground with both blacks and whites, my students came to question the 
validity of the segregationist prohibitions by which Clare is policed and 
condemned. For many students, empirical evidence is necessary for 
granting legitimacy to any idea; thus, examining Clare’s racial-genetic 
makeup helped to deconstruct the segregationist logic of American 
racism as it is presented in the text. 
   Yet within Passing, my students encounter a text that withholds as 
much as it crafts meaning. Counter to their desire for empirical un-
derstanding, literary critic Mae Henderson describes the novel as 
“refus[ing] to easily surrender its meaning to the questing reader or 
probing critic” (xlv, l). While diverse positions about the text’s indeter-
minacy have fueled vigorous discussions among critics, the text’s omis-
sions and silences often pose a fundamental challenge for adolescent 
students of literature. Despite my sometimes empirical lens, Larsen’s 
novel still interrupts my students’ desire for, if not their ingrained 
sense of entitlement to, textual understanding.  

However, this expectation of understanding is inextricably linked 
to my students’ educational training. Over the course of their school-
ing, they have learned and/or relied on numerous codes and strategies 
for seeing and articulating meaning within the things they encounter 
at school. These codes and strategies guide them toward seeing and 
expressing meaning in a phenomenon and may be as simple as restat-
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ing the question or knowing the setting, or they may be as complex 
as applying their understanding of the setting to the author’s implied 
intentions in writing the book. Traditional schooling orients stu-
dents towards finding and articulating answers across the disciplines. 
Although those “answers” may become more extensive and require 
more time to generate as students advance through school, achieving 
the answer generally remains the endgame.         

Therefore, with a loaded “knapsack” of codes and strategies, my 
students confidently approach texts certain that they will uncover the 
answers that will unlock textual meaning. Yet with a text like Passing, 
many of their routes to meaning become compromised, and the codes, 
encompassing all their accumulated social literacy, break down. As a 
result, my students’ implicit sense of academic privilege or, as it is more 
commonly perceived, mastery, is challenged. 

Such a challenge of “mastery” emerges when students learn, for 
example, that the text offers little information regarding Clare’s 
mother. Given the text’s seeming preoccupations with race, my stu-
dents wonder as they face the contextual lacuna in which the mother 
has been buried, “Is she black? Is she white? Is she Latin-American?” 
We cannot complete our Punnett squares because we simply do not 
know, and the only thing that we are told is that she “would have run 
away if she hadn’t died” (22). In her essay that situates the novel in dia-
logue with the Rhinelander case of 1925, Rebecca Nesitich posits, “By 
withholding this knowledge about Clare’s mother, Larsen further con-
founds readers’ attempts to assign an ‘essential’ racial identity to Clare” 
(356). Facing the text’s refusal to disclose, my students are forced to ask 
themselves, “How do I enter this text? On what ground can I begin to 
build meaning?” This moment of uncertainty undermines their efforts 
to prove themselves throughout their education. 

Within traditional schooling, one is validated for mastering the 
codes and strategies for academic success; there is typically no reward 
for suspending certainty and not finding the “answer.” Indeed, the pre-
vailing Common Core Standards require that upper-level secondary 
students “read and comprehend” more challenging texts as they con-
tinue in school and describe successful students as ones who master 
“what the text says explicitly and implicitly” and who can “provide an 
objective summary of the text” in order to demonstrate proficiency 
in their studies of literature.8 However, the expectation that students 
know and “comprehend” the text, thus achieving some level of inter-
pretive certainty, is at odds with a novel like Larsen’s, which appears 
aimed at denying us precisely that feeling of analytical closure. Thus, 
texts like Passing confound that framework of education and all the 
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approaches to learning that it instills in our students, leaving them to 
seek other ways of engaging the novel. 

Parallels of Fixity in Learning and Perceptions of 
Identity
In essays on education and pedagogy, bell hooks discusses the conven-
tions that govern the traditional classroom, a place where meaning and 
modes of learning were assumed to be stable and fixed.9 “Most of us,” 
she argues, “were taught in classrooms where styles of teaching reflect-
ed the notion of a single norm of thought and experience” (hooks 35). 
Indeed, the classroom that hooks describes offered a single track for 
academic and personal success based on following the “rules” and their 
prescriptions for success.10 Along the same lines, Louis Althusser illu-
minates precisely the relationship between school and the regulatory 
order of a given society as students are expected to “learn ‘know-how’ 
[but also] the ‘rules’ of good behaviour [. . .] rules of morality, civic and 
professional conscience, which actually means rules of respect for the 
socio-technical division of labour and ultimately the rules of the order 
established by class domination” (773-774). In this way, traditional 
schooling upholds bourgeois values in which individual effort leads to 
individual reward, and those who end up off track within this ideologi-

 

 Thoughts Overheard:
 
 Student: When Clare chose to live as a white woman, she abandoned
 her people, and you can’t do that.

 Me: It sounds like you’re describing some sense of racial community,
 but is she really a part of any racial community when we meet her as
 an adolescent? 

 Student: I don’t know, but she can’t just deny being black. That’s not 
 okay. 

 Me: I understand what you’re saying, but in what ways is Clare
 actually a part of any broader African American community or 
 culture? Or does her otherness and experience of exclusion within
 her community color her experience of race? 

 Student: I mean, maybe, but it’s still not the right thing to do. 
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cal system largely have themselves to blame for not conforming to the 
rules, stated and unstated. Indeed, in the case of failure or success, 
the outcome stems directly from the choices of the individual student, 
whether good or bad.           

This isolated focus on the individual is representative of the bour-
geois cultural values that inform how many of my students see them-
selves and how they see the world. Within such an outlook, individ-
ual merit has discursive and perhaps tautological centrality, and my 
students’ individual successes that have allowed them to arrive at my 
institution’s liberal arts classroom further reinforces their beliefs that 
everyone can succeed through education and hard work. 

When students inculcated in these values and habits of mind en-
counter a character like Clare Kendry Bellew, she completely upends 
their outlook on life. The character has a literal “rags-to-riches” story. 
When the narrator initially introduces Clare sitting on a “ragged blue 
sofa” in a “shabby room,” she is depicted as a teen who has sewn togeth-
er a “pathetic little frock” for the Sunday School picnic (Larsen 4-5). 
However, the adult Clare is living the dream of material success that 
many of my students hope for and are actively working toward. But 
Clare’s journey to accumulate wealth generally does not fit their fixed 
meritocratic beliefs, centered as they are on education and sanctioned 
modes of effort like lucrative careers and entrepreneurship. Students 
look askance at the marriage plot through which Clare achieves social 
mobility and fault her, both for assuming a white identity and for not 
having “worked” for her success.11

Yet as my students and I look more closely at that initial child-
hood flashback on the “ragged blue sofa,” the barriers that inadver-
tently guide Clare on her journey to economic success can be seen 
more clearly. In our discussions, we note that Clare is made other not 
only as a result of her lower economic status but also due to the unique 
condition of her family. In that initial scene, Clare has pushed herself 
to the edge of the sofa in order to evade her single father’s drunken 
“spasmodic lunges at her” (4). This moment in the Kendry home op-
poses the polite dinner conversation within the Westover family home 
where Irene resides with her parents and siblings. Thus, on multiple 
levels, Clare’s life bears little resemblance to those of her peers and is 
out of alignment with the ruling social order as described by Althusser 
as well as Irene. Seen from this perspective, Clare is in no way on track 
for social mobility and economic enfranchisement. Her background 
and disadvantage bar the way to my students’ espoused routes to get-
ting ahead via education and employment. In these ways, Clare is seen 
as separate not only from the broader African American elite among 
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whom she has grown up but also from the normative perspectives with 
which many of my students initially approach the text. 

These normative perspectives shed light on important parallels that 
emerge as we study Passing in the classroom. Irene’s mention of her 
father’s having gone to college to be a doctor or her husband’s extensive 
schooling to practice medicine parallels many of my students’ envi-
sioned educational/vocational trajectories. To the degree they have en-
joyed success in school, their experiences are mirrored within the text 
by a socially mobile community of African Americans. Indeed, one of 
the discursive triumphs of social mobility and economic success within 
the American context is the belief that such mobility and success are 
infinitely replicable. With that perspective as motivation for success in 
school, many students work to reinforce these broader cultural beliefs 
which, according to Lisa Delpit, are informed by the “culture of power” 
in the classroom that colors the way that students see peers, course 
content, and most broadly speaking, the world (Delpit 25). As they see 
echoes of this underlying “culture of power” in Irene, Brian, and others 
within the text, students create relationships of affinity between them-
selves and the world according to Irene as shared bourgeois values 
mirror each other within and outside of the novel. In other words, they 
trust Irene’s perspective and further marginalize the novel’s symbolic 
other, Clare Kendry.

It is important to note that students’ avowal of this “culture of 
power” happens across the ethnoracial spectrum and even across the 
class spectrum. My classrooms are relatively diverse ethnoracially and 
culturally speaking, and my students’ economic backgrounds range 
from families who own multiple homes to those who aim to maintain 
affordable rental housing in New York City’s outer boroughs. Indeed, 
some of my students come from single-parent homes while others 
come from two-parent households. Despite the diversity of their back-
grounds, many of my students have adopted perspectives in which 
they see the world through the “culture of power” that shapes conven-
tional approaches to schooling. In terms of what that means for the so-
cialization of individuals, educational researcher Bobbie Harro argues, 
“If we are members of the groups that benefit from the rules, we may 
not notice that they aren’t fair” (48). Harro’s statement thus points to 
a potential blind spot in students’ perspectives of characters like Clare 
Kendry, by which they fail to see their own advantage versus that which 
the character experienced as a young person growing up. 
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Examining Heritage, a Cornerstone of Fixed Identity
When the social and economic exclusions begin to illuminate Clare’s 
decisions as a character, my students often turn to ideas of culture, and 
especially heritage. Merriam-Webster connects the idea of “heritage” 
to terms like “legacy” and “inheritance” and defines it as “something 
transmitted by or acquired from a predecessor.” Often, the idea has a 
relatively positive connotation, and even when an experience is bad or 
worse, traumatic, it is viewed through the positive lens of heritage as 
it allows for an individual’s growth in the present. For many of my stu-
dents, heritage appears to be a neutral term. Since everyone has one, 
it would seem to place us all on a relatively level playing field. When 
asked about their backgrounds, many of my students are able to trace 
their genealogical and national heritage. They are part Greek, part 
Russian, part Romanian, part Indian, part Nigerian, part Barbadian, 
etc. In this way, heritage offers an explanatory framework for who they 
are and who they can aspire to be.12 They apply this same framework for 
identity to Clare. 

In certain ways, it is difficult for my students to critique Clare for 
her assumption of whiteness and the racial identity and heritage that 
she implicitly proclaims to be hers, but they have a sense that she has 
taken ownership of something that does not exactly belong to her. 
When I last taught Passing in Spring 2017, a number of my students 
approached the topic rather vocally. “You can’t just say you’re white. It’s 
just not right.” They understood Clare’s assumption of whiteness as a 
violation, and they took issue with the character’s choices. 

However, a conceptual tension was emerging within and among in-
dividual students in the classroom. In our discussions, many of them 
expressed understanding of Eula Biss’s claim: 

 Thoughts Overheard:
 
 Me: What in Clare’s background is aligned with her hopes and 
 desires for her life? Like, why would Clare see her heritage as 
 something that she should honor and hold central within her life? 

 Student A: I’m not sure about her particular background, but I do
 know that heritage is important, and people have to own up to their 
 heritage.  

 Student B: Yeah, it’s important, and you can’t deny it.  
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Whiteness is not a kinship or a culture. White people are no 
more closely related to one another, genetically, than we are 
to black people. American definitions of race allow for a white 
woman to give birth to black children, which should serve as a 
reminder that white people are not a family. What binds us is 
that we share a system of social advantages that can be traced 
back to the advent of slavery in the colonies that became the 
United States.

At the same time, they expressed discomfort with the relationship Biss 
described between whiteness and debt. Similarly, even though we did 
not read Cheryl Harris’s essay, “Whiteness as Property,” they could un-
derstand the social constraints of racial oppression as “the economic 
coercion of white supremacy,” but in general, they couldn’t sympa-
thize with Clare’s “embrace of a lie” (as Harris phrases passing) nor 
could they see the character’s passing as anything other than “a choice” 
(Harris 1743). While they could critique a society structured around 
racism and how it “circumscribed the liberty of individuals to self-de-
fine,” they had difficulty seeing how their critiques of Clare’s passing 
ultimately served to protect the exclusive status (and dominance) of 
whiteness (Harris 1743-4).13

Correspondingly, my students had difficulty arriving at a critique of 
the privileges attached to whiteness in terms of the economic freedom 
that Clare achieved in passing. Instead of challenging the seemingly 
insurmountable wall of historical and systemic disparity, they focused 
on Clare’s transgressions of the racial code as symptomatic of her indi-
vidual ethical failings. Thus, Clare’s suppression of her background in 
order to climb the socioeconomic ladder through marriage is perceived 
as a denial of her “true identity” and evidence of her lack of morals. 

Yet when they critiqued Clare based on their personal outlook and 
values, students were less able to see the systems that had afforded 
them certain privileges and ways of thinking or the circumstances that 
had afforded them schools in which they could see educational suc-
cess as a meaningful and relevant possibility for their lives. It is hard 
for them to see where systemic educational and social privilege have 
guided them to the places where they now find themselves; thus, they 
cannot see how those same systems of privilege also work as systems 
of exclusion that prevent others from being in the same place where 
they are.

While they applied those sanctioned frameworks of heritage, edu-
cation, and individual effort to their critiques of Clare, Larsen shows us 
that these frameworks do not work to combat the disadvantages faced 
by the character. Despite the fact that she looks just like many of her 
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African American peers and has grown up with them and encountered 
the world with them, class difference nullifies the idea of a level playing 
field not only between Clare and the broader white world, but also be-
tween Clare and her African American peers. As we discuss the exclu-
sive nature of the African American community of Clare’s childhood, 
we come to understand that “heritage” does nothing to bridge the gap 
that separates Clare from her peers and even from our own readerly 
perspectives. 

Systems of Privilege and Control: Irene and My Stu-
dents’ Interpretive Frameworks
Clare’s status as a transgressive figure seems apparent within the novel 
as she doesn’t follow my students’ sanctions. On the other hand, Irene, 
the narrator, offers my students and other readers a seemingly ideal 
model of African American womanhood. She cares for her home, her 
husband, her children, and her community. From the family conversa-
tions she steers at mealtimes, to the charity balls she organizes, Irene 
appears to be completely selfless. 

With that seeming selflessness, Irene’s perspective dominates the 
narrative, and given her privileged class position, she views Clare’s 
choices negatively and sees them as selfish. By creating this ethical 
remove between Clare and the reading audience, Irene’s perspective 
filters all of Clare’s choices through the distortions of that distance. My 
students absorb Irene’s views on Clare’s desire for upward social mo-
bility, described as her “having way” by which she prioritizes material 
gain over everything else. 

Given Irene’s focus on Clare, it is easy for my students to disregard 
the other perspectives within the text, especially Irene’s. While Clare is 
criticized for her lack of racial allegiance because she passes, Irene is 
actually the first person to pass within the pages of the text. Similarly, 
while Irene declares, “Clare Kendry cared nothing for the race,” it is 
Irene herself who describes a dark-skinned Ralph Hazelton as “some-
thing strange, and even, perhaps, a bit repugnant” that can only stir 
“emotional excitement” or “patronizing kindness.” At times adopting 

 Thoughts Overheard:

 Student A: But it’s not okay for people to just lie about who they are. 

 Student B: But who is she really? 
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Irene’s view, my students permit or ignore Irene’s racism while seeing 
Clare through that racist lens. Thus, when we discuss how Clare is 
dancing and amusing herself with that same Ralph Hazelton, we have 
to come to terms with the fact that his dark skin is not a barrier for 
Clare, and despite Irene’s analysis of the situation, it does not appear 
that Clare is being “patronizingly kind” or in any way repulsed by his 
“melanated” presence.

Within those binaristic interpretive frameworks that Larsen sets 
up, Irene, as the dominant narrative perspective, is presented as good 
while Clare is presented as bad. Recognizing Irene’s very normative 
life, many of my students hesitate to question her. This is where we 
see the intricacy of Larsen’s writing choices. The dominant narrative 
voice shapes the story and guides us in how we should perceive things. 
Larsen’s achievement in this is that she places a mirror on social rela-
tions within American society and uses its patterns to construct her 
narrative. What we see in Clare is a tale of rags-to-riches, from the sup-
pression of her agency as an abused child to the exercise of her agency 
to gain material success. Hers is a tale of upward social mobility, not 
acquiescing to the circumstances of her birth, but heartily striving for 
more as prescribed by traditional American cultural ideology. 

Yet for the majority of the text, Clare does not get to tell her own 
story. Her perspective is spoken over by Irene who makes sure to keep 
“Clare Kendry” in her place and to keep her own privileged position 
in the status quo without any disturbance. She has little sympathy for 
the girl on the “ragged blue sofa” with her “pathetic little red frock.” 
The dominant narrative voice has even less sympathy for the affluent 
woman who has not only obtained the things Irene has always had but 
now has far exceeded her childhood friend in wealth and in status. The 
person whom my students therefore encounter throughout the novel is 
a carefully portrayed Clare Kendry, daughter of Bob Kendry, “never [. . 
.] exactly one of the group.” Thus, Passing subtly advances a critique of 
American society and the closed nature of the African American elite. 
By the end of the text, however, Clare must pay the price for refusing 
her marginalization and daring to breach their walls as she moves up 
the social ladder within the narrative.

Liberatory Visions and Their Limits: The Death of 
Clare and Its Significance   
Each time I have taught Passing, my students are both surprised as well 
as prepared for the scene of Clare’s death. They sense that something 
is going to happen as the plot comes to an end. But that something 
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is unclear as her death is only vaguely depicted: “One moment Clare 
had been there, a vital glowing thing, like a flame of red and gold. The 
next she was gone” (176). My students and I have had to closely analyze 
this scene in class in order to arrive at theories of what happened that 
brought about Clare’s death as she fell six floors from an open window. 
Was she killed by her raging husband, who felt betrayed after discover-
ing her African American background? Or did he push her acciden-
tally? Did Irene kill Clare for threatening her “tranquil” domestic life, 
or did she push her by accident? Or did Clare take her own life so that 
she could remain in control of her life and her narrative?

To attempt to answer this question of what happened, my students 
in the Spring 2017 class held a mock trial in the classroom to find some-
one accountable for Clare’s death. Students were assigned to be either 
characters from the text, attorneys for the accused or the state, or mem-
bers of the jury. To prepare for trial, those who served as attorneys and 
those who filled the roles of characters from the novel were tasked with 
gathering pertinent textual evidence to support their claims regarding 
the character or the accusations within the text. Over the course of 
multiple course sessions, we heard from Brian, Irene, Clare, (whom we 
“resurrected”) and John, and they had to respond to questions about 
their statements and actions throughout the text. When Irene was on 
the witness stand, she had to account for the many moments in which 
the narrative betrays, or rather where she betrays her seeming selfless-
ness. When the student playing Irene stated that Clare “cared nothing 
for the race,” she had to contend with the attorney’s subsequent cross-
examination question, “But what did you mean when you described 
Ralph Hazelton as ‘repugnant’?” Through the trial, Irene was finally 
forced to account for all of the ways that she reinforced the exclusions 
and prejudices of American society. As she was examined and cross-
examined, she no longer had control of the narrative nor its supposed 
truth. Within the context of a court of law, my students had to read 
between the lines of her textual statements to get a sense of her ac-
tions, motivations, and mindset. In doing so, the character no longer 
enjoyed the textual privilege of controlling the story; rather, she was 
just a person among others whose likelihood to commit murder had to 
be weighed equally within an array of other possibilities, not perceived 
as less likely given her possession of social and economic privilege. 

By holding this mock trial, we were finally able to access Clare’s per-
spective and significance as a character without it being completely fil-
tered by Irene’s long narrative shadows. The trial shed light on Irene’s 
experience as a bearer of privilege and pointed to the lengths she would 
go to maintain her enviable place in the social order. Although the trial 
resulted in a “hung jury” as the evidence simply did not lead to a verdict 
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“beyond a reasonable doubt,” it still pointed to Irene’s guilt. However, 
beyond the narrator’s guilt or innocence, we left the trial still pon-
dering the significance of Clare’s death and the ways that others and 
perhaps even we ourselves are complicit in the “crime.” Ultimately, we 
found that Clare dies because she would never truly have a place within 
the margins and disparities of America’s cultural and ideological land-
scape with all of its false idealism and barriers to selfhood. 

Conclusion
Over the last thirteen years of teaching Passing, I have returned to the 
book again and again for various reasons. Rather than being limited by 
their early-twentieth century context, Nella Larsen’s thematic preoc-
cupations with social and racial exclusion maintain their relevance in 
the twenty-first century. As we interrogate racial identity and the social 
exclusions and prohibitions that come along with it, my students and 
I discover that we share some of Clare’s desire to live a comfortable life 
even when we differ from her and from each other in our backgrounds. 
By acknowledging each of our unique positionalities as people and as 
readers, we gain the tools to read Passing and understand Clare not 
as “a charity or a problem,” but simply as a person in her full and com-
plex humanity. Perhaps as we acknowledge and accept the character’s 
complexity and personhood, we become better equipped to accept our 
own. 

Notes
1. Nella Larsen, Passing, Modern Library, 2002. Hereafter, all citations for the 
novel will be placed in text. The 1986 edition from Rutgers University Press has 
also been influential in my evolving approach to the novel, particularly with its 
introduction by Deborah McDowell. However, for the purposes of this essay, I 
will be citing exclusively from the Modern Library edition.

2. Interspersed throughout this essay will be brief sections entitled “Thoughts 
Overheard,” where I will include snippets of conversation from class sessions 
where we discussed Passing. I do this for two reasons. One, given my explora-
tion of privilege within the classroom in this essay, I aim to use these brief sec-
tions as ways to transmit student perspectives. Two, these conversations also 
emerge out of the discussion-based nature of the course. Seminar-style discus-
sion is a primary pedagogical tool that I use in all of my courses, and I aim to 
convey that in these vignettes.
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3. This ongoing racism is indicated not only by the fact that John is casually 
calling Clare “Nig” in the presence of company but also that the utterance ap-
pears to initiate a routine of sorts between them.

 Clare: “Tell them, dear, why you call me that.”

 John: “Well, you see, it’s like this . . .”

The apparently rehearsed nature of this exchange points to the deep embed-
dedness of the discursive logic of American racism within their marriage long 
before the scene of this tea.  

4. Getzels 237. Granted, this essay was published over 60 years ago; however, 
the ideas within it still hold sway for many people even though contemporary 
cultural theory and criticism generally assume the fluid and dynamic nature 
of identity. This divergence of perspective is one that many professors and 
students encounter in the classroom. Stuart Hall’s analysis of neoliberalism is 
helpful for me in considering the political implications of Getzels’s perspective 
on identity. Hall traces a genealogy from the assumptions in Getzels’s analyses 
of child development in the 1950s to the discursive history of liberal ideol-
ogy. Hall writes that liberalism’s “foundations lay in the rights of free men—
‘masters of all they survey and captains of their souls’ [. . .] consulting only their 
own interests” (13). There is a clear line of correspondence between Getzels’s 
assumption of a stable identity and the “free man’s mastery” of himself and his 
environment. 

5. Within the early college programs and schools in which I have taught, stu-
dents are able to enter college and take college courses without having earned a 
high school diploma. Based on their motivation and academic readiness, many 
of them begin their undergraduate studies after the 10th grade. In many cases, 
students in early colleges earn Associate’s degrees by the time that many of 
their peers are finishing high school. Early college and related dual enrollment 
programs are viewed as vital within national educational reform movements as 
they broaden access to college for more students.  

6. Wildman goes on to say that “the characteristics of the privileged group 
define the social norm” (Walker 51). 

7. Aspects of executive functioning include planning, judgment, organization, 
analysis, focus and attention, and the capacity for listening and following di-
rections, among others. Judy Willis, Slide 12. These functions clearly vary from 
student to student and are at least in part neurologically based, thus reinforc-
ing ideas about how ability and success are not simply meritocratic but also 
circumstantial. 

8. See the “English Language Arts Standards” under the Common Core State 
Standards Initiative. At various moments in the essay, I refer to organizations 
and resources that support the teaching of English across educational levels 
and/or focus on secondary classrooms. I do this for two reasons: 1) Teaching 
in an early college, I often consider my work juxtaposed against the work that 
is happening in traditional K-12 schools. How do my particular approaches to 
learning help prepare students for early entry into college? 2) These secondary-
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level curricular approaches impact and/or shape all of our students’ academic 
perspectives. They come with their perspectives as shaped by curricular trends 
when they arrive in the college classroom. Thus, these approaches to learn-
ing within secondary schools have an impact on traditional college teaching 
as well. 

9. In this way, the traditional classroom is in many ways aligned with today’s 
Common Core State Standards given its validation of fixed meaning and ways 
of learning. 

10. While organizations like the National Writing Project and the National 
Council of Teachers of English support “educational experiences that promote 
open inquiry, critical thinking, diversity in thought and expression, and respect 
for others,” the more narrowed focus of the Common Core State Standards 
remain the law of the land and the assessment goal for our students in their 
educational journeys to college. 

11. They affix labels like “golddigger” and worse to Clare for marrying into 
wealth even though the marriage plot has been central within literary history 
certainly since the rise of the novel as a genre in Western literature. 

12. Ideological echoes of this perspective on heritage including common say-
ings like, “You can’t know where you’re going if you don’t know where you’re 
from.” 

13. In future classes, I will likely assign portions of Harris’s essay in order to 
offer context regarding the material conditions that inform Clare’s choices. 
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New Horizons: A Literary Field Study of 
Nella Larsen’s Passing

Jennifer L. Hayes

Passing, Larsen’s final novel published in 1929, begins with a memory 
of a chance visit in Chicago between two old friends, Irene Redfield 

and Clare Kendry. While in Chicago visiting family and friends, Irene 
has been charged by her two sons, Brian Junior and Theodore, to bring 
home very specific souvenirs. In her attempt to fulfill her children’s re-
quests, exhaustion sets in and she almost faints: 

For a moment she stood fanning herself and dabbing at the 
moist face with an inadequate scrap of handkerchief. Suddenly 
she was aware that the whole street had a wobbly look, and she 
realized that she was about to faint. With a quick perception 
of the need for immediate safety, she lifted a wavering hand 
in the direction of a cab parked directly in front of her . . . (9) 

Irene was driven to the Drayton hotel to recover from the heat of the 
day. While there, she meets Clare by chance. A seemingly unimportant 
plot point serves as the catalyst for the renewed association between 
Clare and Irene, but the scene also visually exemplifies the Black femi-
nine experience in the United States. Irene is a Black wife and mother 
who works feverishly to fulfill the needs of others. She is an individual 
who is not recognized for her humanity by individuals around her. 
Moreover, she is stifled by her obligations and the work that is neces-
sary to maintain her social place within her family and society. Her 
desire is for elevation, for space, and for a chance to just breathe. 

In Passing, Larsen demonstrates the lack of space for Black women 
to occupy. This lack of space translates into a racial, gendered, and sex-
ualized confinement, which are barriers to free movement that reduce 
access to opportunity. Passing for white, for wives, and for mothers rep-
resents a subversive attempt to carve out a space to live. In the novel, the 
performance of identity is linked to cultural and social expectations for 
Black feminine behavior. As Black women’s bodies are devalued, the af-
fectation of whiteness as seen through bourgeois standards represents 
an attempt to escape the real limitations Black women grapple with 
daily. As such, Clare’s and Irene’s journeys throughout the novel lead 
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to a natural conclusion: the reestablishment of racial and gendered 
boundaries. The conclusion of the text represents a punishment for 
subversive performance. As Black women seek to shift to more affluent 
spaces by performing whiteness via middle-class standards, they ques-
tion the paradigm of racial and gender stratification, thereby exposing 
a flawed structure where whiteness is granted privilege and blackness 
is denied privilege. 

While scholars have used an intersectional approach to critically 
analyze Passing, few have extended these readings to pedagogical 
approaches for teaching the text. I propose teaching Passing within 
a Women’s Studies course that uses experiential learning as a tool to 
better understand the limited spaces Black women occupy. Passing 
fits within a multicultural Women’s Studies course because it is a text 
that can be analyzed by applying many of the foundational concepts of 
Women’s Studies including intersectionality, heteronormativity, mar-
riage/motherhood, work, and sexuality. Additionally, the text offers a 
meaningful opportunity to investigate the interconnected nature of 
race, gender, and class as both Irene and Clare attempt to establish a 
comfortable life for themselves but face barriers to their respective goals 
as Black women. As such, passing serves as a tool to circumvent the real 
boundaries that prevent their success, which results in the occurrence 
of passing at various levels throughout the text. Racial passing is the 
most obvious manifestation, but Clare Kendry also seeks to pass into 
a higher social class by performing as a mother and wife. These roles 
are ill suited to her personality, yet she understands that performing 
them will provide her access to economic and social stability. To better 
grasp the social phenomena of passing, students will be encouraged 
to read and analyze the text using a historical and cultural framework 
that considers Black women’s power and powerlessness within a white 
patriarchal society. 

Within this approach, I suggest pairing the novel with a Women’s 
Studies reader as well as foundational essays from the field that will 
provide students with an understanding of key theoretical concepts 
before reading the novel. Examples of appropriate texts include Zora 
Neale Hurston’s essay “How it Feels to Be Colored Me,” Judith Butler’s 
essay “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in 
Phenomenology and Feminist Theory,” and The Black Feminist Reader 
edited by Joy James and T. Denean Sharpley-Whiting. Collectively, 
these recommended texts will frame the discussion of the novel from 
a Black feminist perspective by exposing students to social construc-
tionist identity theory and the ways in which social categorizations 
of race, gender, class and sexuality impact Black women’s experienc-
es. Students should read these texts before reading the novel to help 
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create a critical frame to understand the dynamic interplay between 
issues of race, gender, and class within the work. If they are exposed 
to complex terms like intersectionality before reading about Irene’s 
and Clare’s experiences, they will recognize the tensions the characters 
navigate within the narrative. 

Larsen uses passing and travel as strategies for her characters to 
address the restrictions they face. Travel can be read as more than 
a symbol for affluence but as a subversive impulse to find safe racial 
zones. During the Harlem Renaissance, African Americans were des-
perate to find such places. It is no coincidence that Larsen sets the 
novel in the northern modern cities of Chicago and Harlem. These 
spaces offered Black artists opportunities to create, but they were not 
utopias. Even within these spaces, Larsen notes that success was not 
guaranteed. For example, Clare Kendry’s father, Bob Kendry, a janitor, 
who one day was “brought home dead, killed in a silly saloon fight” was 
unable to attain the status of Irene Redfield’s more prominent family 
(6). Passing confronts the traumas of racism by setting the novel in 
two destinations where migrants from the Great Migration fled to find 
safe havens from the brutal south: Chicago and Harlem. In Passing, 
travel represents political resistance to racism; the physical movement 
between cities and between racial communities becomes a subversive 
tactic to negotiate an unequal system that denigrates blackness.

Chicago, Illinois is an important cultural center for African Americans 
and African American literature. James R. Grossman notes in Land of 
Hope: Chicago, Black Southerners, and The Great Migration that “[a]
mong the many cities offering new employment opportunities, Chicago 
represented a logical destination for black men and women preparing 
to leave homes in southern communities” (4). African American south-
erners left the South and headed for industrial centers in the North and 
Midwest for economic opportunity and as a response to racial injustice 
and violence faced at home. This exodus to the North in search of a 
more racially tolerant promised land was a large-scale protest of the 
social hierarchy in the South that relegated African Americans to sec-
ond-class citizen status. Yet once these migrants arrived in the North, 
they were faced with the reality that racial hierarchies were ingrained 
in the North as well. As such, racial identity at times proved a bar-
rier for economic success and relegated African American migrants to 
narrow spaces in the North. Elizabeth Schroeder Schlabach argues that 
“Chicago’s ‘Black Belt’ quickly grew into a segregated Black Metropolis 
where African American entrepreneurship, entertainment culture, 
and political activity thrived in the face of hostile ‘native’ and ethnic 
white resistance to Black insurgence and racial integration” (1). Within 
Chicago’s Southside emerged a complex stratum where a new hierar-
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chy informed by racism was internalized. Chicago’s Southside became 
the bastion for the African American community; however, even 
within the community, people developed nuanced understandings 
of the meaning of race and power. According to Christopher Robert 
Reed in Knock at the Door of Opportunity: Black Migration to Chicago, 
1900-1919, “African Americans responded to extant circumstances by 
developing disparate sentiments to address the issue of race that ex-
isted behind an ‘internal color line’ as well as the nation’s oppressive 
color obsession that buttressed racism and promoted discrimination” 
(55). African Americans’ complex understanding of race manifested 
in different ways, from a rejection of whiteness and white values to 
an internalization of racist sentiments resulting in a “white is right” 
mindset. Among others, “a small, almost invisible minority assumed 
a white persona to match a Caucasian outer appearance (a behavioral 
pattern described as ‘passing for white’)” (55). The ability to perform 
as White to navigate through difficult circumstances does not mean-
ingfully undercut the problems of institutionalized racism within the 
country, so passing represents a quick fix for Irene as she attempts to 
deal with the heat of the Chicago summer streets. Furthermore, the 
long-term impact of passing seems to create more detrimental prob-
lems for Clare. The lack of easy solutions for ingrained problems will 
offer students an opportunity to discuss the pervasive nature of racism 
and sexism in society and to consider more meaningful solutions to 
grapple with the sustained negative impact of these issues on women 
of color more broadly. 

Larsen considers the benefits and consequences of racial passing in 
the novel, but the novel represents more than a social study regarding 
how racial power operates. Through Clare Kendry and Irene Redfield, 
Larsen shows how race can be used as a currency that offers access to 
economic and social mobility. In different ways, both characters under-
mine racist practices by passing as white women. Redfield claims that 
she passes “for the sake of convenience, restaurants, theatre tickets, and 
things like that. Never socially I mean, except once” (70). Redfield sug-
gests that she uses this skill to receive social benefits, but never to fully 
assume the identity of a white person. In other words, when it benefits 
her, she allows white people to assume that she is white without chal-
lenging this impression. Clare Kendry employs a different kind of pass-
ing in which she passes over into a different racial community full time, 
thereby creating a new identity and contrasting with Irene’s part-time 
passing: “This breaking away from all that was familiar and friendly to 
take one’s chance in another environment, not entirely strange, per-
haps, but certainly not entirely friendly” (17). Kendry’s choice to “take 
a chance” on a white identity and move beyond the limitations of her 
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social class within the Black community symbolizes her attempts at 
advancement, which she accomplishes. Yet, the cost of her gamble is 
one that weighs heavily on her for years to come because her racial per-
formance separates her from her friends and community. The discon-
nection Kendry feels from her racial community and her attempts to 
rebuild lost bonds reveal the significance of the loss that burdens her 
and eventually, the Redfields, throughout the novel. 

The dominant memory of the meeting between Irene and Clare in 
Chicago instigates a reconnection between the two characters. Chicago 
was home to Irene, Clare, and Larsen, but most of the novel takes place 
in Harlem instead of Chicago. Cheryl A. Wall writes that “Harlem 
was, or would be, the race capital, drawing blacks from throughout 
the African diaspora: from the American North and South, the West 
Indies, and even Africa itself” (3). This cultural and artistic center of 
the 1920s and 1930s represented a physical manifestation of the New 
Negro mentality. This term coined by Alain Locke in his seminal essay 
“The New Negro” lays out a philosophical foundation for consider-
ing the transition in consciousness Harlem represented. The New 
Negro represented a movement beyond viewing “himself in the dis-
torted perspective of a social problem” around which writers of the 
Reconstruction and Post Reconstruction had framed the discussion 
of racial politics (Locke 5). For Locke, the Old Negro perspective on 
race resulted in a submissive ideology that crippled African American 
industry, art, and productivity, which resulted in a denigration of Black 
identity whereby Black people were submissive and beholden to White 
people. The “New Negro” and Harlem represented a racial ideologi-
cal shift that would catapult African Americans into a present where 
class was the central focus of life. For Locke, Harlem represented a dy-
namic focal point where racial and economic progress could be made 
by harnessing Black creativity and resourcefulness and wading deeper 
into American spaces of industrial transformation. “Take Harlem as 
an instance of this. Here in Manhattan is not merely the largest Negro 
community in the world, but the first concentration in history of so 
many diverse elements of Negro life” (6). For Locke, this shift in con-
sciousness and physical location would open up opportunities for 
Black people to create and prosper. Wall takes this idea a step further 
when she argues that “The New Negro was self-defined; indeed, ‘self ’ 
appears as a hyphenated prefix in the essay eleven times in thirteen 
pages. Self-understanding, self direction, self respect, self dependence, 
and self-expression supplanted the self pity that is the sole emotion to 
which the Old Negro seems to have been entitled” (2). Self-definition 
offers African American migrants to Harlem an occasion to fashion 
new identities imbued with self-determination.
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Clare Kendry takes this impulse for self-definition a step further by 
passing for White. By constructing a new identity devoid of her racial 
background, Kendry is positioned to move from one economic bracket 
to another. She deftly comprehends that her racial identity as a Black 
woman creates limitations that prevent her advancement in society. 
While Locke envisioned Harlem and the United States as a space 
for transformation and advancement, his analysis does not consider 
gender. Larsen shows that for Black women there are ways to navigate 
the difficult terrain of success—marriage is a strategy for climbing 
the social ladder. Marriage is a key theme within the novel that will 
offer students an opportunity to consider women’s social status and 
power. A contextual reading of the novel will require students to con-
sider men’s economic and legal privileges that have been historically 
imbedded in the social institution of marriage. Women gain power 
and access by making a good match, but the novel exposes readers to 
the reality of women’s economic and legal dependency on their male 
partners. Irene and Clare must navigate expectations outside of their 
household and within their marriages. Performing as the perfect wife 
offers each character a benefit, but the inability to live up to the tra-
ditional expectation of mother and wife creates anxiety within each 
character. More importantly, within the novel, Larsen emphasizes the 
ways in which wives’ identities are subsumed by their husbands, so 
marriage creates another stifling space that restricts Irene and Clare. 
Redfield and Kendry recognize this possibility and both pass for social 
benefits. Redfield certainly does not pass on the scale Kendry does, 
but her choice emphasizes the limitations Black women face in society 
even in Harlem. Wall attests that:

In Larsen’s novel, ‘passing’ does not refer only to the socio-
logical phenomenon of Blacks crossing the color line. It rep-
resents additionally both the loss of racial identity and the 
denial of self required of women who conform to restrictive 
gender roles . . . Irene and Clare likewise demonstrate the price 
black women pay for their acquiescence and, ultimately the 
high cost of rebellion. (131)

While Harlem represented an idealized locale for social movement, 
the ability for Black women to advance was encumbered by gender. In 
Passing, Larsen demystifies the fantasy of Harlem and exposes the dif-
ficulties still present within the ideal. As a child, Clare occupies a lower 
caste within the Black community in Chicago because of her father’s 
position as a janitor. His death exacerbates her economic instability 
and her response to this tragedy is to use her racial collateral to locate a 
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husband. Her light skin affords her economic opportunity to shift from 
a financially insecure position to the upper echelons of white society. 

Irene similarly marries and seeks to create an idealized respite 
from a racist environment. In her role as mother and wife, she con-
sistently seeks to shield herself and children from denigrating forces 
of racism within society. However, she is unable to do so, and instead 
decides to establish a sense of security by operating within the elite 
social circles in Black Harlem. Her marriage to Brian Redfield affords 
her this chance, yet Harlem cannot shield its Black residents from the 
consequences of living within a racist country. Racism, poverty, and 
sexism are ever present within and beyond Harlem; accordingly, pass-
ing represents an opportunity to negotiate these issues by seizing upon 
racist ideologies and practicing a nuanced understanding of racial 
politics. Passing does not offer simple solutions for engrained prob-
lems; instead, Larsen’s novel functions more as a case study of what 
happens when race is destabilized. As Clare and Irene move physically 
between cities and within social and racial spaces, Larsen uses travel 
to signify their attempts to arrive at socially secure destinations. Travel 
in the novel is a form of protest. Clare more than Irene uses travel as 
a means to negotiate the limitations of her specific subject position. 
Because Irene has a relatively comfortable background, she is not con-
fronted with the same choices that Clare must face. By combining a 
traditional learning experience with a field study, students will engage 
issues of privilege and power as they too travel from the relative safety 
of their campuses to major U.S. cities. The field study component of 
travel within the course will provide a culturally enriching opportunity 
to consider the complexities of the experiences represented within the 
novel against the surface of vibrant diverse locales. 

Teaching Passing in a three to four-week Women’s Studies seminar 
in Chicago or Harlem as part of an extended field study would empha-
size important aspects of the novel. Passing is a dynamic text, and this 
approach would open a new way of teaching and learning about this 
complex work. As of yet, the potential for exploring travel as a teach-
ing strategy for this novel has not been fully examined. I hope to open 
the discussion of the significance of travel within the novel to better 
understand issues of gender, race, and class and the strategies engaged 
to protest racism within the novel. Specifically, I will suggest possible 
texts, assignments, and cocurricular activities that will support the in-
tensive study of the novel’s focus on travel. By doing so, I will extend 
contemporary praxis that already teaches African American writers 
such as Langston Hughes, James Baldwin, Richard Wright, among 
others, using travel as a method to understand writers and the signifi-
cance of their works. By extending this common practice to teaching 
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Nella Larsen and Passing, I hope to elevate her status as an important 
writer and to suggest a new approach for students to fully understand 
the significance of her contribution.

Instead of teaching Nella Larsen’s Passing in a traditional inter-
national study abroad context, I propose conducting a literary field 
study in Chicago or Harlem. These two sites feature prominently both 
in Larsen’s life and the life of the novel. They also represent impor-
tant cultural centers within the United States, especially for African 
Americans. Learning in either of these cities will promote critical in-
sights into the novel’s complex rendering of racial identity not avail-
able if the work was taught exclusively in a traditional academic setting. 
However, faculty teaching at institutions within the United States, due 
to varying levels of proximity to sites, might not be able to conduct 
individual field trips to specific locations and return to campus imme-
diately. To address this issue, the course should be taught as a hybrid 
course where learning will occur initially on ground at the primary in-
stitution and continue for an extended period in the cultural site of the 
instructor’s choosing. A mini session course or summer session course 
would be an ideal fit for this type of approach to teaching an immersive 
seminar on Larsen’s work. 

Teaching Passing as a literary field study would create an oppor-
tunity to explore the cultural significance of the novel in depth. The 
course would involve an examination of Larsen as a literary figure and 
the significance of her work. The benefits of teaching Passing in a 
travel context are manifold. First, an intensive study would encourage 
students to develop and demonstrate greater appreciation of the com-
plexity and depth of life experiences as represented in texts by Nella 
Larsen. The course would offer students an opportunity to consider the 
life of the writer and the specific racial, social, and gendered contexts 
she navigated that informed the creation of the novel. Second, the dy-
namic learning environment of a field study creates unique learning 
opportunities for students. One of the primary goals of such a course 
is for students to recognize the ways in which location and cultural 
perspective inform literature. By traveling to sites within the Unites 
States (Chicago or Harlem), students will learn outside of traditional 
educational settings and be encouraged to connect the themes of travel 
and migration to racial identity. Moreover, the course offers students 
a chance to explore the ways in which issues of racial identity and na-
tionality operate on a local and global scale. As students experience and 
trace the journeys of the writer and characters within the novel, they 
will be positioned to appreciate the power of migration and travel on 
the lives of the characters within the novel.   Finally, the students’ expe-
riences attending cultural excursions will enrich their understanding 
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of the text by deepening their appreciation of cultural landmarks and 
cultural experiences. For example, having high tea at the Drake Hotel 
in Chicago will create an experiential learning opportunity that could 
color the understanding of a pivotal moment in the novel. Responding 
to the cultural excursions within the context of an academic investiga-
tion will create dynamic learning opportunities for students.

The course should incorporate various texts that provide a theoreti-
cal framework to engage the issues of race and gender within the work. 
There are several versions of Passing, which provide varying levels of 
context necessary to frame the racial, cultural, and historical discussions 
of the novel. These versions include Passing, A Norton Critical Edition 
edited by Carla Kaplan (2007); Passing, Penguins Classic Edition in-
cluding notes by Larsen biographer Thadious M. Davis (2003); and The 
Complete Fiction of Nella Larsen: Passing, Quicksand, and The Stories 
(1992) edited by Larsen biographer Charles Larson. These texts should 
be supplemented with works that consider gender within the Harlem 
Renaissance to provide students with an appreciation of the literary 
period. One such work is The Politics of Color in the Fiction of Jessie 
Fauset and Nella Larsen (1995) written by Jacquelyn Y. McLendon. This 
text includes essays focusing on Passing and Quicksand and seeks to 
consider Fauset’s and Larsen’s respective contributions to the Harlem 
Renaissance. Black feminist theorist Cheryl A. Wall’s text Women of 
the Harlem Renaissance (1995) includes a section on gender within the 
Harlem Renaissance and provides a black feminist reading of Jessie 
Redmon Fauset, Nella Larsen, and Zora Neale Hurston. Wall’s book 
also includes dynamic arguments that consider the ways in which 
these writers negotiated issues of racism and sexism in their canonical 
works. Additionally, essays written by contemporaries of Larsen would 
provide a contextual framework for the literary period that would help 
students understand the aesthetic and critical goals that Hurston’s lit-
erary peers sought within their works. Three such essays include Zora 
Neale Hurston’s “How it Feels to Be Colored Me,” Langston Hughes’s 
“The Negro Artist and The Racial Mountain,” as well as Alain Locke’s 
“The New Negro,” which would all provide context regarding the liter-
ary atmosphere of the period. As an avid reader and librarian, Larsen 
would have been exposed to these texts and the ideas within them. 
By reading these essays in conjunction with Passing, students will be 
encouraged to appreciate the conversations about identity the artists 
were conducting during the period. Finally, instructors should con-
sider including literary biographies of Larsen as suggested texts. The 
three authoritative biographies of Larsen include Charles R. Larson’s 
Invisible Darkness: Jean Toomer & Nella Larsen (1993), Thadious M. 
Davis’s Nella Larsen, Novelist of the Harlem Renaissance (1994), and In 
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Search of Nella Larsen (2006) by George Hutchinson. There are places 
where the biographers disagree—most notably regarding Larsen’s time 
spent abroad in Denmark. Because Larsen guarded her personal his-
tory closely, it might be best to utilize these resources to help students 
contextualize specific aspects of the novel’s composition.  

Teaching with travel represents an opportunity for complex un-
derstanding, but it also presents obstacles to learning. Field trips and 
study abroad courses can descend into literary tours where students 
behave as tourists on a literary pilgrimage to honor a literary idol by 
taking selfies at artists’ homes or famous haunts. Bad behavior and loss 
of focus on academic goals are all too common, but one way to address 
these concerns is through assignments and assessment. If an instructor 
can establish expectations for behavior and learning at the institution 
before embarking on the field tour, students will already be acclimated 
to expectations and know of consequences for violations. In the weeks 
before the class begins, students should be required to attend three to 
four hourly sessions that establish parameters for the course. Topics 
can include packing for study in the field, technology in the field, travel 
expectations including information about public transportation and 
finally, student code expectations specifically about representing the 
institution abroad. These sessions are meant to frame the travel as an 
extension of the learning that will take place in the classroom. These 
preliminary class sessions will also help build community between the 
cohorts as they become more familiar with their peers and expecta-
tions of this unique experience. The question to consider as the course 
is constructed is, how will teaching outside of the classroom contribute 
to learning? Paul D. Reich and Emily Russell in “Taking the Text on a 
Road Trip: Conducting a Literary Field Study” found that during their 
Southern Literary Tour “by making classroom-centered methodologies 
portable—taking the text on a road trip—we found that students were 
able to more deeply understand the reach of close reading as a mode of 
understanding not just the texts they read but the world in which they 
live” (419). Opportunities for applying theoretical principles beyond 
the classroom abound in a literary field study, and carefully crafted as-
signments can increase the effectiveness of objectives through incor-
porating reflective activities meant to increase students’ learning.

Before the course begins, instructors should also give serious thought 
to the assignments they plan to employ. Because the course will shift 
spaces midway through the progression of the session, attention 
should be paid to creating a fluid transition once learning occurs out-
side of the classroom. Establishing patterns on the ground and con-
tinuing them as the class ventures into the field will create stability for 
the students and instructor. For that reason, instructors should con-
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sider whether they want to only utilize traditional assignments such as 
exams, essays, and quizzes, or pair them with other experiential forms 
of assessment including discussion boards, freewrites, and reflective 
exercises. Pairing these assignments with more traditional forms of 
assessment from the beginning of the course will help build expecta-
tions for the students and establish patterns of learning. For example, 
starting the class with a directed freewrite about the required reading 
material will help create an order for learning. This pattern can be con-
tinued at a cultural site: students could be given a reflective question 
to consider to help frame their interaction with the cultural experience 
and the learning objective for the class that day. Additionally, mediums 
of assessing assignments should be considered before the class begins. 
If an instructor prefers to give quizzes at the beginning of a class, he or 
she will be able to continue this exercise in the field. Forethought will 
need to be given to how students complete these assignments. Will 
you prepare preprinted quizzes? Where will students take the quizzes? 
What about faulty WIFI connections in museums and on the road? 
Faculty cannot control every variable, but through careful planning, 
problems like these can be minimized. Reading responses, journaling, 
and online discussion boards could provide a solution to this issue. 
Creating an online platform via a class shell on university-sponsored 
platforms such as Desire to Learn or Blackboard could provide a digital 
framework for the course on the ground and abroad. Finally, be sure 
to build in time for students to explore the locations on their own. A 
part of the benefit of studying in the field is learning about a place. 
Therefore, there should be a schedule everyday as in a traditional class 
that clarifies class time and assignment due dates. This way students 
will have a clear structure to learning outside of the classroom.

A literary field study of Chicago in Passing offers instructors several 
options for co-curricular activities. There are several issues to consider 
when traveling with students including insurance, budgets, room and 
board, and managing the travel itself. I am choosing to focus on pos-
sible co-curricular experiences that would support an investigation of 
travel within the novel. One suggested activity is a visit to the Drake 
Hotel in Chicago. Davis notes that in the novel:

Clare and Irene meet in the bright afternoon world of a 
Chicago rooftop café. Their meeting place, the fashionable 
Drayton Hotel, is modeled on The Drake and The Morrison 
hotels in Chicago. The Drake Hotel, located on the Gold Coast 
end of Michigan Avenue and Walton Place at Lakeshore Drive 
. . . [was] among Chicago’s most elegant and exclusive dining 
and dancing places (312-313).
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While The Morrison was demolished and became First National Bank 
Building and is currently Chase Tower, The Drake remains. Since Clare 
and Irene dined at the Drayton and had tea, a possible visit to the Drake 
could include an Afternoon Tea or dining experience in the Palm Court 
restaurant. The Drake features a guided history tour and tea where a 
guide will introduce patrons to the history of the hotel (“Palm Court”). 
Other historical excursions could include trips to museums, specifi-
cally the DuSable Museum of African American History or a visit to 
the newly opened American Writers Museum. The DuSable Museum, 
located in Washington Park, has been open for over fifty years. This 
museum is dedicated to “the Collection, documentation, preserva-
tion, study and dissemination of the history and culture of Africans 
and Americans of African descent (“About the Museum”). A trip to 
this museum would emphasize African American history in Chicago 
and provide an opportunity to investigate the historical context of the 
novel. On May 16, 2017, the American Writers Museum opened to the 
public with a mission to “engage the public in celebrating American 
writers and exploring their influence on our history, our identity, our 
culture, and our daily lives” (“History & Mission”). Located on N. 
Michigan Avenue within the Loop, the museum features a permanent 
exhibition in the Wintrust Chicago Gallery that explores the contribu-
tion to letters from Chicago writers. The American Writers Museum 
provides support for scheduled field trips which could help instructors 
craft a more tailored visit to the museum. 

In addition to visiting museums and The Drake Hotel, instruc-
tors should consider including a day trip to Idlewild. During Clare 
and Irene’s lunch at The Drayton, Irene suggests that Clare accom-
pany her to Idlewild. Located about four hours away from Chicago in 
Northwestern Michigan, John Carlisle described Idlewild in the years 
before the end of Jim Crow as “a vacation resort for black professionals 
when they were excluded from other vacation spots because of their 
skin color.” A visit to Idlewild today will require students to consider 
the time when affluent African Americans had few places to enjoy their 
wealth. After the end of Jim Crow, restrictions on African American 
travel waned, so places like Idlewild represent a reminder of the re-
strictions African Americans negotiated in the past. Finally, a visit to 
Bronzeville would cement a literary field trip to Chicago. A walking 
tour could be coordinated with the assistance of the Chicago Greeter 
association. The Chicago Greeter is an extension of the Chicago Office 
of Tourism. Free thematic Chicago walks can be coordinated through 
their website Chicagogreeter.com. Local Chicago residents serve as 
guides and help visitors navigate a tour of chosen locales. I suggest 
encouraging students to sign up for a walk to have an opportuni-
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ty to discuss the significance of Bronzeville with a native. The web-
site allows visitors to make suggestions regarding points of interest. 
Three points of interest to consider are the Bronzeville walk of fame2, 
Alison Saar’s Monument to the Great Northern Migration3 and the 
Victory Monument (“About Bronzeville”).4 Visiting markers of African 
Americans’ historical legacy in the city would serve as a lasting re-
minder of the contributions African Americans have made to the city 
and provide perspective for students investigating the cultural context 
of the settings in Passing.

A literary field study to Harlem offers instructors several choices to 
tailor an itinerary that supports an analysis of Passing. Several com-
panies offer walking tours of Harlem that are designed to provide 
visitors with an appreciation of Harlem’s dynamic past and its current 
resurgence. Harlem Heritage Tours (www.harlemheritage.com) offer 
various routes including a Harlem History Walking Tour and a Harlem 
Renaissance walking tour that feature notable mentions of major fig-
ures in the Harlem Renaissance including Carl Van Vechten, Larsen’s 
patron (“Harlem Walking Tours”). Big Onion Walking Tours offers pri-
vate and public tours for their Historic Harlem Tour that includes a 
stop at the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, a place I 
highly recommend students visit. Utilizing a tour company could help 
alleviate the stress of coordinating the tour route if an instructor is 
not familiar with Harlem, and it also introduces students to a resource 
should they choose to take additional cultural tours of Harlem that 
focus on food, civil rights, or architecture.

Libraries played a large part in the professional life of Nella Larsen; 
thus visiting the library that employed her would be a meaningful cul-
tural excursion. Library visits to the Schomburg Center for Research in 
Black Culture, formerly the 135th Street Branch Library, represent the 
strongest option. The Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture 
is “located in Harlem, New York, [and] is a research unit of The New 
York Public Library system . . . In January 2017, the Schomburg Center 
was named a National Historic Landmark by the National Park Service, 
recognizing its vast collection of materials that represent the history 
and culture of people of African descent through a global, transnation-
al perspective” (“About the Schomburg Center for Research in Black 
Culture”). According to Hutchinson, “soon after moving to Harlem, 
Larsen became active at the 135th Street Branch of the New York Public 
Library—a branch that served a multiracial, multiethnic population” 
(133). Larsen wrote the manuscript for Passing while employed as a 
children’s librarian at this branch. Currently, the Schomburg Center 
“consists of three connected buildings: The Schomburg Building, the 
Langston Hughes Building, and the Landmark Building” (“About the 
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Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture”). Additionally, the 
Schomburg Center houses an extensive archive including artifacts 
from Harlem Renaissance writers. It holds two letters written by Larsen 
“to Edward Wasserman and deal with the most spectacular African 
American social event of the decade, the 1928 wedding of Countee 
Cullen and W.E.B. DuBois’ daughter, Yolande” (“Nella Larsen Letters”). 
These letters about the Black literary elite highlight the social circles 
Larsen ran in during her brief successful period in Harlem and speak 
to the social echelon of society documented in Passing.

My final two suggestions for points of interest to visit in New York 
City are not located in Harlem and will require self-guided visits. 
Larsen lived the last twenty-five years of her life in a small apartment 
in Gramercy Park on 315 Second Avenue. She died in her apartment 
in March 1964 (Hutchinson 481). While a visit inside the building will 
not be possible because it is still a residential site, pictures and a brief 
discussion outside are possible. Additionally, there is a Thai restaurant 
beside the building (www.lanternthai.com), which would provide a 
brief moment to eat and reflect on the experience of Larsen’s life and 
the changes within the neighborhood such as its gentrification. Finally, 
a visit to Larsen’s resting place would be an appropriate end to a discus-
sion of Passing and Larsen’s significance as a writer. Larsen’s friend Alice 
Carper claimed Larsen’s body and interred her in the Carper family 
plot “in the Gardens of Memory section of Brooklyn’s Cypress Hills 
cemetery” (Hutchinson 480). When biographer George Hutchinson 
visited her grave in 2005, he discovered that no tombstone marked the 
grave of this celebrated writer. However, in 2010, contemporary writer 
Heidi M. Durrow purchased a marker that simply states “Nella Larsen 
/ 1891-1964 / A Novelist Remembered” (Durrow 109). Durrow penned 
an essay chronicling her affinity for the writer and decision to mark her 
grave. Including the essay “Dear Ms. Larsen, There’s a Mirror Looking 
Back” along with a similar essay such as Alice Walker’s “Looking for 
Zora” from her seminal collection In Search of Our Mother’s Gardens 
would help affirm Larsen’s legacy. Much like Hurston, Larsen has been 
reclaimed by contemporary readers through the help of Black femi-
nist scholars researching Black literary foremothers. A discussion of 
these works within the context of a visit to Larsen’s final resting place 
could ground meaningful discussions concerning the marginalization 
of Black women writers.

A Women’s Studies seminar focusing on Larsen’s Passing would help 
continue efforts to shift discussions of Nella Larsen’s work from the 
margin to the center. There are countless ways to frame such a course 
but including a field study component will offer a complementary 
experiential learning element to the critical discussion of the novel. 
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Travel is a significant theme throughout Larsen’s oeuvre and represents 
a natural entry into the discussion of the focus on gender, race, and 
class. Other African American writers are already taught from this per-
spective; however, women writers such as Larsen are often incorporat-
ed as tangential figures within these courses if at all. Thus, a field study 
of Passing will extend established methodologies to a worthy literary 
figure. Overall, a field study of Larsen’s Passing would allow students 
to have a focused investigation of Larsen and her work, while providing 
opportunities for traditional analyses supported by experiential praxis 
that would emphasize the vibrant movement the text embodies.

Notes
1. See Judith Butler’s essay “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An 
Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory,” pp. 519-531 from Theatre 
Journal, vol. 40, no. 4, 1988.

2. The Bronzeville Walk of Fame includes 91 plaques adorning the streets 
between 25th and 35th streets in Chicago, Illinois. They chronicle notable 
Chicago Residents and Black artisans, historical figures, scientists, etc. who 
contributed to the Bronzeville community. 

3. According to the City of Chicago Public Art Program, Alison Saar’s 
Monument to the Great Northern Migration located on Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr. Dr. & 26th Place Chicago, IL 60616, is a bronze statue that depicts an 
African American male participant of the Great Migration. 

4. According to the Smithsonian American Art Museum Art Inventories 
Catalog, the Victory World War I Black Soldiers’ Memorial was sculpted by 
Leonard Crunelle and “In 1927, the State of Illinois erected this monument 
in the Chicago neighborhood known as ‘Bronzeville,’ which was home of the 
‘Fighting Eighth’ Regiment of the Illinois National Guard. The names of 137 
members of the Eighth Infantry, Illinois National Guard, who lost their lives 
during World War I are inscribed on a bronze panel. The Eighth Regiment of 
the Illinois National Guard was reorganized as the 370th U.S. Infantry of the 
93rd Division, and this regiment saw service on WWI major battlefields, dis-
tinguishing itself as the last regiment pursuing the retreating German forces in 
the Aisne-Marne region of France, just before the Nov. 11, 1918 Armistice. The 
doughboy on top of the shaft was added in 1936” (“Victory, World War I Black 
Soldiers’ Memorial, [sculpture]”).
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Digital Double Consciousness: Teaching 
Passing in the Twenty-first Century

Adam Nemmers

At the height of its phenomenon, a staggering number of African 
Americans “passed” as white. Contemporary sources estimated 

that from 2,500 to 12,000 to 50,000 blacks “disappeared” annually, for 
a total of perhaps 5 million “white Negroes” living in the United States 
(as the March 1948 cover of Ebony asserted).1 Passing was so common 
that Walter White, longtime leader of the NAACP and a light-skinned 
man himself, claimed “nearly every one of the 14 million discernible 
Negroes in the United States knows at least one member of his race who 
is ‘passing’” (13). While blacks were attuned to the phenomenon for ob-
vious reasons, white Americans were also well acquainted with racial 
passing due to lurid tabloid gossip surrounding the 1925 Rheinlander 
case, which revealed that their friends, spouse, or even they themselves 
might be secretly black. Thus, when Nella Larsen published Passing in 
1929, the issue of racial passing was not only familiar to its audience, 
but also fraught and famous—helping to explain why the novel became 
an outsized commercial success. 

For today’s readers, however, the concept of racial passing is almost 
entirely out of mind, however much it may still exist in practice. The 
high-profile 2015 unmasking of Rachel Dolezal was remarkable not 
only for her brazenness and peculiarity, but also because it under-
scored the rarity of public discourse on racial passing. Part of this sea 
change is demographic, due to the growing acceptance of biracialism 
and the ability to mark multiple boxes on the US Census form. Part, 
undoubtedly, owes to resurgent racial pride, the product of a “black 
is beautiful” narrative that has urged African Americans to embrace 
rather than obscure their heritage.2 Part of it, no doubt, is due to the 
stigmatization of official and overt discrimination in American society: 
i.e., fewer blacks believe they must pose as white to receive equal or 
preferential treatment.3 And part, surely, is that passing is now regard-
ed as both passé and perfidious, a betrayal of one’s race and one’s self. 

The upshot is that the incidence of black-to-white passing is relatively 
rare, and awareness of it even rarer. To wit, the Wikipedia entry on 
“racial passing”—perhaps the best shorthand for popular currency and 
usage—defers to the past tense in definition, explaining that “the term 
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was used especially in the United States to describe a person of color or 
multiracial ancestry assimilating into the white majority during times 
when legal and social conventions of hypodescent classified the person 
as a minority, subject to racial segregation and discrimination” (“pass-
ing [racial identity],” my emphasis). In sum, ninety years after Larsen’s 
novel was published, racial passing is no longer a popular phenomenon.  

While reading Passing, then, it has become increasingly difficult 
for both white students and students of color to relate to the dynamic 
of racial passing—how it was simultaneously prevalent and secret, 
treacherous and pragmatic, an intimately personal decision that had 
reverberations across the community at large. Students simply lack 
the proper frame of reference to understand how light-skinned black 
characters like Clare and Irene choose to present themselves on the 
socially constructed spectrum of race in America. To address this de-
ficiency, I would like to introduce and examine a previously underex-
plored aspect of Passing/passing: status. In any society, and especially 
in Larsen’s novel, which occurs among the smart set of Chicago and 
New York, passing is undertaken to attain and/or maintain a status 
that would otherwise be out of reach (this is of course inextricably in-
tertwined with issues of white supremacy and racial hierarchy exam-
ined by other scholars). Randall Kennedy, for instance, defines passing 
as “a deception that enables a person to adopt specific roles or iden-
tities from which he or she would otherwise be barred by prevailing 
social standards” (qtd. in Nisetich 351). Taken broadly, this category 
includes both Irene and Clare, along with Larsen and the readers of 
her novel—nearly everyone passes in one way or another, utilizing de-
ception to adopt a specific identity that will result in stronger personal 
status. Indeed, students to whom I have taught the novel remark that 
they can relate to Clare and Irene in the practice of using Facebook, 
Twitter, Instagram, and other forms of social media: constant public 
posturing, differentiating between personae on various platforms, and 
the quiet terror that someone might discover the face you present to 
the outside world is not who you really are underneath. As I argue, 
reading Passing through a sociological, status-focused lens builds con-
nections to extra-racial concerns germane to the lives of today’s stu-
dents: namely, the practice of “passing” on social media. Especially for 
teenaged and college-aged students, the struggle to achieve and main-
tain virtual status is a ceaseless source of concern and therefore a viable 
egress through which to teach the novel.
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“Your Social Media Identity Crisis”
For as long as there have been people and status, those people have 
been jockeying for status. In basic societies, defining one’s public per-
sona was relatively straightforward, as the pool of actions and audiences 
was small. The more complex the society, however, the more complex 
this endeavor becomes. Erving Goffman, perhaps the most influential 
American sociologist of the twentieth century, was among the first to 
conduct inquiry into the nature of personal status-building through 
public interaction. The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1956) the-
orizes public life as a series of fundamentally theatrical face-to-face 
encounters. As we encounter different circumstances, Goffman held, 
we alter our speech, appearance, and action to better appeal to the 
given audience, simultaneously making judgements about our audi-
ence, who is doing likewise with regard to us. When in public, persons 
are constantly “on stage,” playing a series of roles designed to suit their 
audience. Depending on the person, this performance may consist of 
hundreds of daily interactions; it is only when in private, or alone, that 
persons may retreat to the equivalent of “backstage,” where they cease 
performance and resume their true, “real-life” character.  

Goffman’s analysis has since been expanded to other circumstances. 
Subsequent research by Jeanne Tsai and Robert Levinson found, for in-
stance, that “by selectively editing what they reveal about themselves, 
people conceal aspects of themselves that others might judge nega-
tively, avoid conflict by withholding information that others might find 
objectionable, and limit others’ power over them by hiding personal 
information that might make them vulnerable” (Leary and Allen 1197). 
Global analysis of this sort has been refined to reflect different levels 
of ability, self-esteem, and self-presentation. Mark Snyder conceptual-
ized a spectrum of “self-monitoring,” arguing that a person high on this 
scale is “particularly sensitive to the expression and self-presentation 
of others in social situations and uses these cues as guidelines for mon-
itoring his own self-presentation” (1205). Mark Leary and Ashley Batts 
Allen further claim that “people can foster socially desirable impres-
sions not only by exaggerating their positive characteristics but also by 
selectively presenting information about themselves in areas in which 
they are not exemplary” (1196). To anyone who participates in public 
life none of these observations is news, but in tandem, they reinforce 
the ubiquity of routine social passing—the sort of natural, invisible 
masquerade in which we engage every day. In short, all of us spend our 
daily lives socially “passing” as different versions of ourselves, simply 
through membership in society. 
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With the advent of social media, usual episodes of self-presentation 
and status maintenance have become turbocharged. The challenge 
is twofold: When presenting themselves online, people cannot engi-
neer their performance for situational audiences because the nature of 
social media invites viewing by multiple audiences at the same time. 
As Marder, et al claim, “unlike off-line life where people can segregate 
audiences (e.g. colleagues, family, friends) through time and space, 
thus allowing self-presentation to be catered accordingly, on [Social 
Network Sites] such segregation is problematic” (57). Moreover, the 
“selves presented . . . are largely subject to simultaneous surveillance by 
multiple audiences that can occur 24 h a day” (57), meaning that per-
formative interactions do not number in the hundreds, but rather the 
thousands or millions, depending on the popularity and exposure of 
the user. Since it is impossible to discern when our online personas are 
being observed, we must appear “on stage” at all times. Life in private 
is no longer “off-stage,” for profiles are often created and edited after 
hours and the consumption of social media is actually more common 
when one is alone. Our time “backstage,” to use Goffman’s parlance, 
becomes only the portion of life spent off-line and in private, an in-
creasingly small sliver of time for those equipped with smart phones 
and inundated by notifications. To conclude the metaphor, the use of 
social media has blurred the lines between on- and off-stage perso-
nas, erecting a translucent or extremely porous one-way curtain. On 
social media the actor is always seen but often cannot tell who is in the 
audience. 

Social media users have adopted a host of strategies to deal with this 
crisis of self-presentation, including the pragmatic solution of building 
multiple profiles for viewing by multiple audiences. The consequenc-
es of such fragmentation can be drastic, as in Samantha Shanker’s 
McSweeny’s article, “Your Social Media Identity Crisis,” which offers 
divergent, paragraph-long descriptions of “LinkedIn You,” “Instagram 
You,” “Facebook You,” “Twitter You,” “Snapchat You,” and “Tinder You.” 
In this vein Meghan Casserly explains that social media offers “the 
uncanny ability for a single person to become many different people. 
All at the same time,” a mandate that “makes it extremely difficult to 
be a complete person offline.” To the social media user Shanker posits 
“Who are you really? The world may never know. But in the words of 
that therapist you had to fire, compartmentalization is bliss.” While 
compartmentalization may be an effective strategy to strengthen one’s 
appeal to multiple audiences, an inevitable side-effect is that one must 
pay heightened attention to self-presentation, which is now amplified 
across a number of personae. Beyond tending to their public self in 
real time, social media users must also maintain distinct, even con-
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tradictory personalities across social platforms, perversely requiring 
them to constantly perform their multiple virtual selves. According to 
Shanker’s formulation, at the same time that Facebook You has “thor-
oughly curated your feed as time has gone on, untagging and unfol-
lowing pictures and friends that make you look fat or conservative,” 
Twitter You makes “life observations about the subway and overpriced 
salads and those snappy little things maintain a 4-6 like average” while 
Instagram You follows “skinny tattoo artists and skinny fitness models 
like they are the modern day Moses guiding you across the red sea of 
doubt to the promised land of self-actualization.” The discrepancy here 
is played up for comedic effect, no doubt, but offers a glimpse of the 
maintenance necessary to cultivate appropriate, status-plus personae 
on different platforms. 

As one might imagine, this complicated orchestration can be quite 
harmful for the mental health of social media users. Graham Davey 
writes that “social media such as Facebook and Twitter provide con-
stant updates which can turn a mere interest in social networks into an 
unhealthy, stressful compulsion that not only affects stress levels, but 
leads to feelings of inadequacy and low self-esteem.” Social media pro-
files do not exist in a vacuum, but are linked to others’ on a networked 
site on which users compete for followers, upvotes, retweets, likes, 
and other virtual signs of approval. Dr. Anjhula Mya Singh Bais has 
found that earning these plaudits “instantly generates [and] mimics 
the same mechanisms in a drug habit,” and when embraced, “promotes 
an endless feedback loop . . . where one needs to post more and garner 
more likes in order to feel just as good as they did initially” (qtd. in 
Hovitz). More colloquially, my students report monitoring response 
to their social media activity in real time, editing or deleting unpopu-
lar posts and frantically contacting friends to like, retweet, or upvote 
posts so they will not be harshly judged or buried by algorithms. The 
widespread practice of reflexive liking, in which friends make infor-
mal pacts to register approval of each other’s posts, does not quell such 
anxiety but rather leads one to question whether others are offering 
public displays out of genuine feeling or simply performing quid-pro-
quo in service of their own self-esteem.

Because of the competitive and hierarchical nature of social 
media, users often succumb to pecuniary emulation, a term coined by 
Thorstein Veblen to document the behavior of individuals in capitalist 
societies. According to Veblen, those in a lower socioeconomic status 
tend to appropriate and imitate the habits of the wealthy and famous 
to appear as one of them. To this end, Shea Bennett writes that “some 
Facebook users feel obliged to act like mini celebrities in an effort to 
attract attention, and only do things in their lives that are ‘Facebook 
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worthy.’” Azadeh Aalai claims that “the comparisons that we make on 
social media are more likely to be ‘upward’ comparisons . . . to the in-
dividuals who appear to be higher status and are achieving more than 
we are, which can lead to feelings of envy, discontent, and anxiety” 
(qtd. in Turner). This sense of deficiency becomes particularly acute 
since social media users compare others’ curated, filtered virtual lives 
with their own real lives. What ensues is a sort of virtual arms race 
that causes users to select and stage only the best kind of messages 
and moments for public consumption. Keena Alwahaidi theorizes that 
“We don’t want our friends to think we’re lonely, so we post photos and 
statuses that show how much fun we can have. We don’t want anyone 
to know we eat a lot, so we post photos of artsy salads.” The more 
others exaggerate, filter, and curate their virtual lives to gain status, the 
more the viewer’s real life (which only that person may know) seems 
deficient in comparison, and the more that user feels compelled to 
exaggerate, filter, and curate their own virtual lives to compete. This 
vicious cycle catalyzes an ever-increasing disparity between real and 
virtual personae, and within social media users, who never consider 
themselves to measure up. Laura Turner confesses that when “using 
Twitter, I am constantly comparing my insides—my anxieties, fears, 
and insecurities—with other people’s outward selves: their accom-
plishments, polished selfies, and edited articles. There will always be 
someone who’s doing better than I am in any aspect of my life. And 
because I, like many people, tend to follow people I admire or who are 
already famous, I am constantly aware of just how much better other 
people are.” No wonder psychologists have begun to diagnose a host 
of pernicious mental issues, including Virtual Personality Disorder 
and Social Media Anxiety Disorder, to classify the experience of social 
media users.

Online passing, as I have described it, is conscious and consistent ac-
tivity, for some an all-consuming effort to achieve and maintain status. 
With the stakes so high, the side-effects can be serious as well. Beyond 
their impact on stress, anxiety, and self-esteem, social media interac-
tions can lead to bullying, self-harm, depression, and even suicide in 
extreme cases.4 Data and anecdata both show that those with the least 
status, most fluid identities, and heaviest use often suffer significantly 
from social media. Amanda Macmillan reports that “Instagram, where 
personal photos take center stage, received the worst scores for body 
image and anxiety” because it “easily makes girls and women feel as 
if their bodies aren’t good enough as people add filters and edit their 
pictures in order for them to look ‘perfect.’” Aalai similarly argues that 
“The cycle of anxiety on Twitter use can be especially bad for women, 
non-binary and queer people, and people of color,” as “vulnerable pop-



South Atlantic Review

267

ulations in face-to-face interactions are similarly going to be vulnerable 
in virtual interactions” (qtd. in Turner). Social (media) passing is not 
the same as racial, religious, or gender passing, of course, but neverthe-
less encourages users to bifurcate their “true” and “virtual” identities. 
Clarissa Silva goes so far as to argue that “the one you portray on your 
networks and the true you, for some creates a double consciousness,” 
co-opting the very term coined by W.E.B. Du Bois to explain the black 
experience at the turn of the twentieth century.  

I do not wish to equivocate on this term, nor to create a false equiv-
alency between curating one’s Instagram feed and crossing the color 
line. Again, social (media) passing is not equivalent to racial passing, 
and neither the causes nor the consequences can be substituted for 
each other. But there is a certain situational correlation among Clare, 
Irene, and other light-skinned African Americans of their era, and stu-
dents reading Passing in 2019 and beyond, who will be familiar with 
the characters’ issues of self-esteem, duplicity, and anxiety with regard 
to the social media they have used for most of their lives. 

“A Flood of Feelings, Resentment, Anger, and Con-
tempt”
What follows is a status-sensitive reading of Passing based on the so-
ciological research outlined above. I hazard this intervention in the 
service of pedagogy, as company to the methods of teaching Passing 
to twenty-first century students outlined in the final section. Though 
there are many ways to read the novel I do not wish to parley with the 
welter of previous scholarship on Larsen’s treatment of race, gender, 
sexuality, and sexual orientation. To be clear I am not positing that 
these readings are in any way errant or deficient.5 Rather, what I argue 
is that such concerns are an inherent part of the broader struggle for 
status that occupies the novel’s characters and all immersed in society 
today, particularly those on social media. By focusing on dynamics of 
status rather than race, gender, orientation, and others, I hope to offer 
a ready connection to the lives of students reading the novel in today’s 
classroom. 

We begin at the beginning, not with the arrival of Clare’s letter 
but with the chronology of Larsen’s fictional world. In Passing, Irene 
Westover and Clare Kendry were once childhood acquaintances grow-
ing up together on the South Side of Chicago. The Westovers, appar-
ently middle class, lived in an apartment building whose janitor was 
Clare’s father, Bob Kendry, a notorious drunk with a small portion of 
“Negro blood.” Her relative poverty and father’s occupation place Clare 
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in a liminal but firmly subordinate position in her cohort: she knows 
Irene and the other girls on social terms, but not well enough to be “one 
of the group.” We also learn that Clare was teased by school boys about 
her father, to which she responded by fighting back “with a ferocity 
and impetuousness that disregarded or forgot any danger; superior 
strength, numbers, or other unfavourable circumstances” (145). At this 
point the sixteen-year-old Clare is an amalgam of mystery and pity, 
with a chip on her shoulder and “no allegiance beyond her own imme-
diate desire” (144). The future does not seem bright for a poor black girl 
without means to acquire social status. 

When her father dies in a saloon fight, the orphaned Clare is taken 
in by his white aunts, who “didn’t want anyone to know that their dar-
ling brother had seduced—ruined, they called it—a Negro girl” and 
forbade her to “mention Negroes to the neighbours, or even to men-
tion the south side” (158-59). Given their blanket prohibition of black-
ness, it seems that her aunts’ stance catalyzed Clare to publicly identify 
as white, though such a decision surely dovetailed with her personal 
wishes as well. Clare’s act of racial passing squares with the larger impe-
tus of passing, which is undertaken by an individual to avoid sanction 
and/or to gain status within a group or society. That is, Clare passes not 
because she hates her blackness or desires to be white, per se, but be-
cause doing so will help her avoid punishment (in this case her aunts’ 
reproach) and accrue reward (access to white privilege, for instance). 
Conversely, those who do not pass (such as Irene) are left behind and 
suffer because of it. In this way passing—whether on account of race, 
gender, religion, or sexual orientation—is a decision closely tied to the 
push-pull of socioeconomic status.6 In crossing the color line, Clare is 
also engaged in what Peter J. Rabinowitz terms “rhetorical passing,” 
which “requires a speaker and two audiences: one audience that’s ig-
norant and another that knows the truth and remains silent about it” 
(205). Clare’s white audience is completely ignorant of her ethnicity 
while her black friends are entirely aware and discreet. Maintaining 
such a balance is inherently dangerous, but for Clare it is a risk worth 
taking because of her lowly position and the potential benefits she will 
realize.   

Clare is next seen publicly “at the dinner hour in a fashionable hotel 
in company with another woman and two men, all of them white. And 
dressed!” (153). Her sensational appearance touches off rumors that 
Clare may be “working” as an escort or high-class prostitute. Though 
correct in their identification, Irene and her friends are mistaken in 
their classification, for they view Clare through their familiar prism of 
blackness when she is one of them no longer. In fact, she has crossed 
the color line and is engaged in passing rather than prostitution, dating 
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as a white woman with the aim of marrying a wealthy white man. That 
she later weds the virulent racist John Bellew testifies to the efficacy of 
her performance; although Irene and Gertrude believe it much “safer” 
to tell one’s husband of one’s racial origin, they admit that had Clare 
done so “then Bellew wouldn’t have married her. After all, that’s what 
she wanted” (175). We later learn that having a white (and, to a lesser 
extent a light-skinned, able-to-pass black) husband is a status symbol 
when the three women are discussing their families at the Morgan. 
While Clare and Gertrude both have white husbands, Irene, with a 
sense of “not belonging to . . . the company in which she found her-
self,” reveals that Brian is so dark that he cannot “exactly ‘pass’” (168). 
At that revelation, the text informs us, Clare offers a condescending 
smile and patronizing sermon about how such things shouldn’t matter 
so much. Similarly, while Clare’s daughter Margery is “all right”—i.e. 
light-skinned enough to be considered as white—Irene is cursed with 
a dark child, evidence of a “hellish” strain of blackness (168). Though 
their conversation does not frankly comment on the status dynamics 
present, the implication is clear: passing as white has inverted Clare’s 
status situation, placing her in a superior position from which she can 
judge Irene and other blacks.

Indeed, in the twelve years since their last acquaintance, Clare and 
Irene have reversed roles; on account of her white identity and white 
husband, Clare now has the upper hand and moves in social circles 
well above those of her rival. What ensues is a prolonged bout of sta-
tus-jockeying between two erstwhile high school friends, a private and 
public competition of escalating one-upmanship that results in Clare’s 
death at the conclusion of the novel. What makes their tug-of-war par-
ticularly compelling is the “open secret” of the women’s race, which is 
read differently depending on context. In unfamiliar white company 
(such as the Drayton rooftop) both are seen as “white”; in unfamiliar 
black company (such as the Negro Welfare League Dance) Clare is 
white and Irene is black; in private company among old friends (such 
as Gertrude) both women are recognized as black. That their racial 
identity and self-belief can shift depending on situation attests to its 
social construction; that they must constantly posture with each other 
has profound parallels to the public/private dichotomy of social media 
use today. 

Their status competition begins even before they formally meet 
again, when Irene espies the apparently white Clare with a tinge of 
jealousy: “An attractive-looking woman . . . with those dark, almost 
black, eyes and that wide mouth like a scarlet flower against the ivory 
of her skin” (148). Clare returns her gaze, causing Irene to self-con-
sciously check her own appearance. Though she cannot find anything 
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amiss with herself, Irene, as an African American, cannot help but feel 
deficient when compared to the “ivory” beauty. During the conversa-
tion that follows, the women exchange a series of subtle yet targeted 
remarks intended to bolster perception of their own socioeconomic 
status. With a “curious little sidelong glance” and a “sly, ironical smile” 
(156), Clare invites Irene to a white dinner party. Irene skillfully begs off 
by explaining that she is “filled up” with the high-class social obliga-
tions of “dinner and bridge” (156). Irene ripostes by gesturing to her own 
popularity and currency, broadcasting an upcoming trip to Idlewild, 
an exclusive resort for well-off African American couples, Clare’s pres-
ence at which would jeopardize the status of a black woman passing 
as white. Confronted with this strategic volley, Clare must demur and 
claim, “Really, I’d love to . . . but I couldn’t. I mustn’t, you see. It wouldn’t 
do at all” (157). Margaret Gillespie observes that “Transgressing such 
boundaries may prove fatal, particularly for women” and would “tar-
nish [the] social and moral reputation of all parties, not least “because 
of assumptions that a white houseguest of black friends would nec-
essarily be of questionable social and class background” (282). As re-
demption, Clare will later inform Irene that she and her husband “went 
up the lake over the week end to see some of Jack’s people, just out of 
Milwaukee” (166). The specific mention of “Jack’s people” functions as 
rebuttal to Irene’s Idlewild foray, signaling her own privilege and cor-
doning off the spaces to which she as a white woman has access. While 
Irene may retain the authenticity of blackness, Clare establishes her 
superior class and racial status with this initial tit-for-tat.

Their rivalry is exacerbated by continued status-building perfor-
mances that entrench Irene as inferior. While Brian’s medical practice 
marks the Redfields as solidly upper-middle class, Clare’s husband 
John is “some sort of international banking agent” (166). Indeed, the 
Bellews are so rich and fashionable that they principally reside in 
Europe and for the duration of the novel are sojourning in the United 
States on his business trip. Irene’s essential middle-class status is con-
firmed by the presence of three servants, including Zulena, “a small 
mahogany-coloured creature” (184). Having domestic help is a marker 
of middle-class prosperity; for the Redfields, a black couple, to employ 
a black servant amounts to having doubly made it. Yet in this regard, 
as others, Irene is comparatively lacking, for the white Bellews have a 
more prestigious and expensive stable of white servants.7 The women 
similarly apply a measuring stick to their children, who have already 
been status-marked by the color of their skin. Whether to hide her 
shame or improve his prospects, Irene desires to send her son Junior 
to a European school with her husband to accompany him (190); again 
the Redfields are behind, for the Bellews’ daughter Margery has already 
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“been left in Switzerland in school” (209). Finally, Irene makes con-
stant comparison to her rival on grounds of materiality and aesthet-
ics, from Clare’s physical appearance, which makes Irene feel “dowdy 
and commonplace” (203); to her jewelry: “a string of amber beads that 
would easily have made six or eight like the one Irene owned” (220); to 
the letters she writes: “a little flaunting. Purple ink. Foreign paper of 
extraordinary size” (143). In each of these arenas Irene finds herself de-
ficient—as a upper-middle-class black woman there is simply no way 
she can match Clare’s newfound wealthy white status, especially since 
Clare flaunts it so freely. Irene enters a cycle familiar to many who use 
social media, simultaneously envying and resenting Clare, who is “so 
daring, so lovely, and so ‘having’” (174).

In the face of Clare’s entrenched advantages, Irene’s only recourse 
is to retreat into her own blackness and appeal to her rival’s discred-
itable history. As Rebecca Nisetich posits, Irene eventually realizes 
that “Clare’s actual identity is necessarily contradictory,” and that “she 
needs to be both black and white, both upper and lower class, in order 
to flaunt her current status as a rich white woman to her childhood 
friends, middle-class African Americans who remember her as a lower-
class charity case” (354). In the vein of her previous Trojan Horse offer to 
Idlewild, Irene mentions the upcoming Negro Welfare League Dance, 
which she believes Clare will be unable to attend due to her passing. 
But Clare unexpectedly suggests that she come too, for “it sounds ter-
ribly interesting and amusing. And I don’t see why I shouldn’t” (198). In 
return Irene gibes “you mean because so many other white people go?” 
and explains “you couldn’t possibly go there alone. It’s a public thing” 
where “all sorts of people go,” including “ladies of easy virtue look-
ing for trade” (198-9). With mock concern she warns Clare that “you 
might be mistaken for one of them, and that wouldn’t be too pleas-
ant,” a jab at the sordid rumors of Clare’s past. She continues her taunt 
by supposing Clare could attend without an invitation were she will-
ing to pay a dollar and wait in line with the rest of the common black 
folk. Finally, when Clare declares she will attend the dance regardless, 
Irene feigns nonchalance, telling her that “I don’t care where you go, or 
what you do” (199).8 What really concerns Irene is that Clare will be the 
belle of the ball—and for good reason, for that is exactly what occurs. 
Clare makes a grand entrance— “exquisite, golden, fragrant, flaunting” 
(203)—and dances with the finest black men in attendance; even the 
illustrious Hugh Wentworth inquires as to the “name, status, and race 
of the blond beauty out of the fairy-tale” (204-5). Though intended 
for the enjoyment and benefit of black people, Irene’s Negro Welfare 
League Dance—like the other areas of her life—has been upstaged by 
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Clare’s presence, and Irene comes to regret having invited her rival in 
the first place.

After her social defeat at the dance, Irene attempts to mark her terri-
tory at home. Learning of Clare’s esteem for Wentworth, which brings 
to her face “a tiny triumphant smile” (198), Irene purposely “doesn’t 
happen to ask” Clare to the tea-party she is throwing in Hugh’s honor 
(215). Yet when Clare arrives to the Redfields’ door unannounced, Brian 
asks her to join the party,9 an invitation that causes “fierce anger” to 
“blaze up” inside Irene. The affront is enough to bring her to tears, and 
effect a “kind of ridiculing [self] contempt” because of her strong feel-
ings for Clare (218). When she dries and powders her face and comes 
down the party, she finds that “she wanted, suddenly, to shock people, 
to hurt them, to make them notice her, to be aware of her suffering” 
(219). But it is too late, for Clare has already allured the menfolk in 
a repeat of the NWL ball. Irene is forced to watch as Clare, with her 
“trick of sliding down ivory lids over astonishing black eyes” (221), cap-
tivates her own husband. This tea-party humiliation is the final straw 
for Irene, who throughout the novel struggles with “a flood of feelings, 
resentment, anger, and contempt” (168) and develops what Brian Carr 
calls “a jealous hatred of Clare, stemming from her belief that Clare 
gets to have it both ways” (286).10 Her suspicion coalesces into paranoia 
and quickly settles upon the specter of infidelity—that the “daring,” 
“lovely,” and “having” Clare is pursuing (or already having) an affair 
with Brian: in other words, nibbling at Irene’s cake.11 Rage boils over and 
she breaks a teacup on the tile floor, its white fragments and dark stains 
foreshadowing the fall Clare will suffer in the final scene. To cover her 
faux pas Irene fabricates a story about the teacup’s Confederate prov-
enance, telling Hugh that she dropped it on purpose because of “an 
inspiration. I had only to break it, and I was rid of it for ever. So simple! 
And I’d never thought of it before” (222). To the reader the metaphor 
is only too apparent. 

After an accidental encounter with Bellew reveals Clare’s race by as-
sociation, Irene assumes she has ruined her rival by “outing” Clare’s 
secret blackness. But rather than a magic bullet this is a hollow threat, 
for Clare hopes that once discovered she will be freed from her mar-
riage and able to “do what I want to do more than anything else right 
now. I’d come up here to live [in] Harlem” (234). Were her terrible 
secret known to all, Clare would not be devastated, but instead pass 
back to black, existing as a free, constant, and envied presence in 
Irene’s orbit. Thus, when the incensed Bellew arrives to confront his 
wife, Clare is not perturbed but pleased, wearing the same smile she 
offered in multiple instances to assert her superiority over Irene. Her 
demeanor transmits a fixed elegance and privilege at odds with the 
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situation, maddening Irene, who runs across the room and grabs Clare 
(239). While the cause of Clare’s fall is left ambiguous, the evidence 
suggests that a status rivalry has driven Irene to jealousy, resentment, 
rage, and finally to murder “the whole torturing loveliness that had 
been Clare Kendry” (239). Since their initial encounter Irene has tried 
every method to deal with Clare: forget her, avoid her, compete with 
her, undermine her, and “out” her; and, when all else failed and Clare 
remained smiling, by defenestrating her to death. 

For an impartial observer it is difficult to trace how such a tragedy 
could unspool from a chance meeting on the rooftop of the Drayton. 
Yet Irene’s fictional murder is matched by a half-dozen real-life in-
cidents in the past decade: when Scott Humphrey killed his friend 
Richard Rovetto because Rovetto had “poked” Humphrey’s girlfriend 
on Facebook; when Matthew Dubois shot and killed his girlfriend, 
Mikarah Sanders, because of another boy’s message posted on her 
MySpace page; when Edward Richardson killed his wife (and later, 
himself) after she separated from him and changed her Facebook 
status to single; when Rachel Wade stabbed Sarah Ludemann over 
MySpace pictures involving her ex-boyfriend; when Jameg Blake shot 
and killed his friend Kwame Dancy after a frenzied exchange of tweets 
regarding a woman both were interested in. Each of these episodes re-
volved around close relationships and suspicions of infidelity, fueled 
by social media and the knowledge that the supposed crime was occur-
ring in full view of their social cohort. The encounters between Clare, 
Irene, and Brian similarly take place in the public eye: at tea parties, 
dances and dinners, the Drayton and the Morgan. Irene both watches 
Clare and watches others as they admire Clare, and must therefore wit-
ness herself slowly lose standing in the eyes of her own community. 
Irene’s feelings of anxiety, jealousy, rage, and inadequacy are all too 
understandable in a social media context, with terrible yet predictable 
consequences cited in the examples above.

Teaching Passing
Though the preceding reading is by no means exhaustive, I offer it as 
both a guide and entrée to the pedagogical exercises I suggest below. 
Larsen’s novel, like all great literature, speaks to readers across time 
and space. But reading Passing through a sociological, status-sensitive 
lens may help twenty-first century students to better understand and 
access the text, as they are more likely to have experience in Clare’s 
position (as a “passer” or a poseur) or in Irene’s (as a jealous rival) than 
with outright racial passing or latent lesbianism. This is not to say that 
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racial and sexual concerns should be pushed to the margins or left un-
explored, but that issues of status and social media may be integrated 
into such discussions. To that end I have envisioned a pedagogical 
trajectory that proved successful when I recently taught Passing to a 
sophomore-level African-American literature course comprised large-
ly of African-American students at a four-year public university with 
a large minority population. No doubt that individual instructors are 
best equipped to develop pedagogy in light of their specific courses and 
students, but in general, college-aged students have exposure to and 
experience with social media and will respond well to the suggested 
connection.

To prime the class for our reading of the novel, I asked my students 
to respond to a journal prompt with the following questions: How do 
you and your peers display status in real life and on social media? Do 
you ever notice yourself or others “posturing,” “posing,” or “passing” in 
real/virtual lives? And, to what extent are our lives, both virtual and off-
line, “real” or authentic? I was surprised when our subsequent session 
exploded into raucous discussion, with voices chiming in from all cor-
ners of the classroom, including students from whom little had been 
heard the entire semester. They described a number of sophisticated 
strategies for cultivating status on social media: methods to gain more 
likes or retweets, reasons for posting on one platform versus another, 
and the social cost of eschewing use altogether. I followed up by asking 
Have you ever found yourself in a rivalry—virtual or real—with one of 
your peers? How did you know who wins? Several students volunteered 
that they had a habit of “hate-following” others—that is, “creeping” or 
“lurking” on others’ profiles, largely out of jealousy and resentment.12 
In response, they claimed, they had redoubled their own efforts at sta-
tus-building: using certain flattering angles for their Instagram photos, 
sending Snapchats when they were out partying. Such confessions nat-
urally led to the third portion of the prompt: Can you trust what you 
see? That is, how much do our social media profiles actually reflect our 
true selves? This query set off a firestorm of interrogation and intro-
spection, with responses flying around the classroom. Many admitted 
to “passing” online, but defended themselves by saying that “everyone 
does it, and I think because of the way society has made social media 
take over you have no choice but to portray yourself as perfect.” A stu-
dent wrote in her journal that “the easiness of the fact that we can edit 
and change our appearance or accounts on social media proves we can 
easily create a false reality or a version of ourselves that we want others 
to believe is our reality.” One intrepid and philosophical student even 
began to question whether any of our interactions were “real,”—wheth-
er we were all “fronting” or “flexing” in the classroom even as we spoke. 
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Though we had not so much as cracked the novel yet, this preliminary 
discussion proved my hypothesis and engaged students who were usu-
ally reluctant to speak about “academic” topics.

As we read the novel, I seized upon this momentum by assigning 
students (in teams) to create social media profiles for each character 
and then recount Passing by envisioning interactions between them. 
Given the freedom to combine their knowledge of social media and the 
novel, they shared imaginative yet accurate creations, arguing that “if 
Clare, Irene, and Brian had social media . . . much like today’s social 
media citizens [they] would have multiple accounts presenting a dif-
ferent version of themselves.” In their renderings, Clare was an ama-
teur Instagram model forever promoting her glamorous lifestyle with 
hashtags. Brian would operate a Twitter feed that publicly broadcasted 
his prosaic life as a husband, father, and doctor while secretly following 
Brazilian travel feeds and using DM (direct message) to communicate 
with Clare. On Facebook, they felt, Irene would be constantly lurking 
on Clare’s profile, offering compliments on her photos and tagging her 
whenever they attended an event together. As they shared their inven-
tions, I discovered students had demonstrated considerable acumen 
in interpreting, then translating the novel’s complex character dynam-
ics. Having led similar lives on social media, they understood Passing 
and were eager to apply their experience in updating a ninety-year-old 
novel for millennial currency. 

Once this social media paradigm was introduced, students formed 
a stronger connection to the novel. One student revealed that “I actu-
ally never thought of the idea of people passing on social media until 
recently, and now [I realize] that it happens quite frequently.” Another 
stated that after looking at “Passing through a social media lens . . . it 
makes more sense to me now and I can relate to it better due to the 
fact the scenario takes place in my generation.” A third declared that 
“Viewing the story from a current social media lens allowed me to un-
derstand just how much we use social media to express our true selves. 
Although we may be different on each page it all adds up to create the 
person that we are.” As social media is quicksilver, its vanguard will 
likely have shifted by the time this article is published; a timely survey 
of students’ use will assist in finding the best medium for these activi-
ties, which can be conducted either as an in-class exercise or in real-
time, as a graded project, while students read the novel.13 The latter is 
an ideal companion for study across the period of a week or two, blur-
ring the line between real and fictional worlds and providing fodder for 
continuous engagement outside the classroom. 

After we had finished reading the novel, I again invited students to 
reflect upon the interaction between social media and Passing, first in 
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class discussion and then via their journals. One student reported that 
“I know a lot of people who act like a Clare in real life. One of my best 
friends from high school used to do the same stuff to me as Clare does 
to Irene. I was a friend of conveniences to her.” Another cited evidence 
of racial passing between others’ online and real lives, explaining that 
“I have seen people face-to-face who are either the same skin tone as 
me or darker try to portray themselves to be lighter, mixed, or white on 
social media.” Remarkably, one student went so far as to call her light-
skinned, mixed-race cousin “the modern-day Clare,” with “two sepa-
rate Instagram accounts, one for her family and friends who know she’s 
black and the other for her friends at school and in her sorority. So, to 
those who don’t know, she is indeed passing as just a white girl, but to 
the family we know that she is mixed.” Such responses demonstrated 
that while students may not be aware of its history or terminology, the 
phenomenon of “passing” is indeed present in the twenty-first century, 
having migrated to the ever-shifting sphere of online interaction.

Finally, students roundly expressed concern about the consequenc-
es of the new media world: digital anxiety, virtual personality disor-
der, and why people feel the need to “pass” online. On one hand, one 
student reported, the dopamine rush of positive feedback “gives me 
the drive that someone cares that I’m here.” At the same time, another 
student claimed, she “used to care about how many likes I would get or 
how my picture look on social media. It was almost exhausting seeing 
if my picture was better than other girls in my high school.” According 
to one student, “we live in a sense of virtual reality where we feed into 
social media anytime we want to reach out to someone and see what 
they are doing or if we are just bored and want something to look at. 
But social media can not tell who someone actually is and there is no 
way of telling since no one puts their actual self on social media.” This 
problem, she claimed, “starts within the society, then leading it to be 
a problem within ourselves. We can blame ourselves for trying to fit in 
society’s box because we as humans should feel comfortable enough to 
be who we really are, but it does not start with us.” 

After studying the novel through this lens, nearly every student 
came to comprehend the potency of “passing,” both on social media 
and in their “real” lives: “In my opinion, if someone tries to say that 
they do not do so, they are not being truthful to themselves. It is 
human tendency to put our best front forward in order to conquer and 
survive in this world, just like Clare Kendry in Passing.” Another stu-
dent predicted social media passing would only intensify in the future. 
“I hate to say it, but if you don’t play the ‘passing’ game on social media, 
then you most likely do not have one. It is an overwhelming part of our 
lives that allows us to get ahead of the game and rise to the top of the 



South Atlantic Review

277

crop. Personally, I believe that ‘passing’ will never go away and will only 
get worse as technology increases.” In a touching bout of concern, she 
worried about her glamorous, virtually-passing cousin, the “modern-
day Clare”: “I hope she doesn’t have an Irene in her life plotting on her 
downfall, but if she does, it would be mind-blowing.”

Notes
1. This figure, if accurate, would have comprised an absent quarter of the na-
tion’s African-American population.

2. A 2010 study of biracial American adults, many of whom could appear as 
“white,” found that most “tended to suppress or reject their white ancestry al-
together and claim to be entirely African American” (Melnick).

3. This is no recent phenomenon; as early as 1952, Jet magazine reported that 
“Most economically-sound Negroes who could ‘pass’ prefer being high-class 
Negroes to low-class whites” (qtd. in Bates).

4. According to a 2015 study published in Clinical Psychological Science: 

Teens who used smartphones for at least five hours daily . . . were 70 
percent more likely to have suicidal thoughts or actions than those 
who reported one hour of daily use. Girls who used social media every 
day or nearly every day . . . were 14% more likely to be depressed than 
those who used social media less frequently. In 2015, 36 percent of all 
teens reported feeling desperately sad or hopeless, or thinking about, 
planning or attempting suicide, up from 32 percent in 2009. For girls, 
the rates were higher—45 percent in 2015 versus 40 percent in 2009. 
(“Social Media”)

5. Beyond Deborah McDowell’s foundational work on black female sexual-
ity, notable recent scholarship on race and sexuality include Rafael Walker’s 
“Nella Larsen Reconsidered: The Trouble with Desire in Quicksand and 
Passing” (MELUS 41.1); Claudia Tate’s “Nella Larsen’s Passing: A Problem of 
Interpretation” (African American Review 50.4); and Michael A. Istvan Jr.’s 
“The Manner of Blackness in Nella Larsen’s Passing” (Soundings 100.2).

6. As Irene realizes when ascending from the black streets to the all-white roof-
top, “It was . . . like being wafted upward on a magic carpet to another world, 
pleasant, quiet, and strangely remote from the sizzling one that she had left 
below” (147).

7. Bellew claims that Clare “wouldn’t have a nigger maid around here for love 
nor money. Not that I’d want her to. They give me the creeps. The black scrimy 
devils” (172).
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8. Irene’s statement is as transparently performative as her earlier claim that 
she’s never considered passing because “I’ve everything I want. Except, per-
haps, a little more money” (160).

9. We are told that Clare “seemed so hurt at being left out” (216).

10. Clare wants to “have her cake and eat it too,” and “nibble at the cakes of 
other folk as well” (182).

11. Irene first “sees” their dalliance by following the gaze of Hugh Wentworth, 
demonstrating that in her eyes, Clare is creating a public spectacle witnessed 
by high-status individuals.

12. One student even coined the term “spite like,” a sophisticated communica-
tion that negates itself. As she explained, “The viewer does not actually like 
what the person is posting, but they click the like button anyway to show them 
that they see it and are aware of it. In this type of incident, both the poster and 
the viewer are passing as caring friends on social media. When, actually, they 
both know what the other one wants them to do and so they play the psycho-
logical game.”

13. For example, each team may be responsible for actually creating a social 
media profile for one of the characters, and the teams assigned to interact with 
real profiles and with each other, outside of class and in character.
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How Did Lubitsch Do It? By Joseph McBride. Columbia UP, 2018. 
xx + 576 pp. $40.00 (hardcover)

A native of Berlin, Ernst Lubitsch started his career in entertainment as 
an actor, eventually becoming a movie director during the Great War. 
In 1922, upon the invitation of actress Mary Pickford, he relocated to 
Hollywood and over the next twenty-five years worked regularly as a 
director and producer, turning out pictures that dependably yielded 
profits for the studios. His stature in the American film industry was 
such that he could hire writers of enormous talent to craft his screen-
plays, including Billy Wilder, Donald Ogden Stewart, and Samson 
Raphaelson. He was able to cast the era’s biggest stars in his films, too, 
among them Maurice Chevalier, James Stewart, and Carole Lombard. 
As a result, Lubitsch exerted an unusual and immense degree of cre-
ative control over his work.

Lubitsch’s view of the world was primarily comic. His films often 
focus on the foibles of lovers as they try to connect in bewildering 
but amusing contexts. His tendency to use visual and aural gags to aug-
ment and comment upon the predicaments of his protagonists imbues 
his movies with a degree of thematic complexity that impressed not 
only contemporary critics but other well-regarded commercial direc-
tors, too, such as Howard Hawks and Alfred Hitchcock. Today, how-
ever, Lubitsch has largely vanished from public awareness, a develop-
ment that upsets film historian Joseph McBride. “[O]nly the most dedi-
cated film aficionados tend to be familiar with more than a handful of 
Lubitsch movies,” he laments in his newest book, How Did Lubitsch 
Do It? (9).

McBride is one of these dedicated aficionados. For him, Lubitsch 
was a master of oblique social commentary, “a satirist at heart,” who 
used an “inspired stylistic shorthand,” the so-called “Lubitsch Touch,” 
to deliver piquant critiques of prudes, aristocrats, and despots (27, 7). 
McBride contends that “the trademark of Lubitsch’s work is an amused 
indulgence toward the kinds of human behavior, mostly sexual in 
nature, that are condemned on American screens.” The subtleties and 
innuendo that characterize films like The Smiling Lieutenant (1931) 
and The Merry Widow (1934), for example, allowed the wily Lubitsch 
“to celebrate such continental and un-American virtues as the joys of 
adultery and serial philandering while depicting marriage in a far more 
realistic and nuanced vein than Hollywood was accustomed to” (7). 

Lubitsch periodically explored geopolitical themes as well, par-
ticularly in Ninotchka (1939) and To Be or Not to Be (1942), which 
spoof totalitarian governments and the people who represent them. 



Book Reviews

282

Of Ninotchka McBride claims, “The film’s incisive, hilarious satire of 
the clash between communism and capitalism—with capitalism and 
luxury winning out over regimentation and austerity, naturally enough 
for Lubitsch—is so sophisticated, so intelligently written and played, 
that Ninotchka is one of the rare Hollywood anticommunist films that 
can be watched today not with embarrassment but delight” (351). To Be 
or Not to Be likewise manages to make audiences smile as it examines 
the manner in which Nazi officials terrify a Polish acting troupe during 
World War II. McBride calls the movie “broad farce, romantic comedy, 
and sinister war drama, replete with references to concentration camps 
and other forms of Nazi brutality” (402).

The question remains, however: why aren’t Lubitsch and his films 
more famous—and acclaimed—than they are? McBride suggests that 
part of the blame rests with academics who “consider his tolerant 
treatment of philanderers and adulterers to be sexist,” a position that 
McBride dismisses as a “backlash against the kind of liberalism that 
Lubitsch brought to his work” (28). Lubitsch’s achievement has also 
been diminished by critics who feel that he too often cared more for 
introducing technical finesse into his movies than thematic substance. 
Throughout How Did Lubitsch Do It? McBride vigorously challenges 
this “charge of frivolity,” as he refers to it, carefully demonstrating how 
movies like Trouble in Paradise (1932) and Heaven Can Wait (1943), as 
they beguile viewers with their witty treatments of amorous conflict, at 
the same time convey anti-autocratic, socially progressive ideals (27).

McBride suspects, as well, that audiences no longer respond enthu-
siastically to the understated storytelling methods Lubitsch employed 
because their tastes have been coarsened through exposure to such 
popular recent comedies as Sex and the City 2 (2010) and Bridesmaids 
(2011), which, he argues, substitute raunchy comedy for satirical in-
sight. “Much of what passes for American film entertainment today,” he 
grumbles, “would benefit greatly from a fresh infusion of the sparkling 
Lubitsch tradition of cinematic wit and intelligence.” McBride believes, 
in fact, that anyone interested in the cinema, moviemakers and movie-
goers alike, will benefit by learning to watch Lubitsch as he does, with 
reverence and a willingness to open themselves to the films’ “salutary 
influence” (33). Those who aren’t bothered by, who even savor, rough 
and abrasive comedy may feel differently. 
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The Disappearing Act. By Sara Pirkle Hughes. Mercer UP, 2018. 
xx + 69 pp. $16.00 (paper)

Sara Pirkle Hughes’s debut collection of poetry, The Disappearing 
Act, is a poignant exposition of poems that inextricably link identity 
with place. Winner of the Adrienne Bond Poetry Award (2018), The 
Disappearing Act is comprised of narrative-style poems, homages to 
poets Edna St. Vincent Millay and Denise Levertov, and variations in 
formal poetic structures. Each poem is a vignette in itself that explores 
how conceptions of the self, and places which have molded it, change 
with time and memory. Hughes’s identity as a Georgia native, an iden-
tical twin, and a breast cancer survivor grounds the collection to il-
lustrate experiences regarding time, interconnection, and illness that 
hit close to home for many. The collection is both ontology and epis-
temology, offering the reader a selection of vantage points to growing 
up in a small Southern town, learning familial wisdoms through tough 
love, and learning, even more so, through a cycle of forgiveness, for-
getfulness, and understanding. Through acts of revisiting memory via 
the lens of memory itself, the collection presents a series of intimate 
passages that exemplify the collection’s titular theme: the disappearing 
act. The poems, though grappling with the act of disappearing, weave 
together perspectives of the human experience rooted in establishing 
connections to understand oneself through juxtapositions of time and 
place, revisited. In its paradoxical nature, the collection asks the reader 
to question, “Who are we if not our relationships?”

The collection is comprised of four parts: “What You Must 
Understand,” “The Miracle of Hands,” “Pretend You Don’t Owe Me a 
Thing,” and “How We Learn.” Each chapter demonstrates its own per-
spective on the act of understanding oneself, and by consequence, 
where one comes from, through writing to remember, writing to forget, 
writing to revisit. “What You Must Understand” establishes the col-
lection’s sense of place through the familiarity reminiscent of one’s 
hometown. The first poem, “The Kingdom of Childhood,” illustrates 
memory and time intertwined and affected by the speaker’s memory. 
The poem represents a consciousness of itself that is attributive to the 
collection, prescient of a time where past and future meet that isn’t 
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the present, where instead memory resides. At the heart of memory 
is the juxtaposition of the violence of everyday life with the comfort-
ing rituals of home. The poem “Kissing Harry Chapin” describes a car 
crash as “the open- / mouthed kiss of two machines” (6–7). And from 
bankruptcy to funerals to the “slow rhythmic kneading / of flour and 
shortening in a ceramic bowl” (14–15) in the poem “Something Closer 
to Joy,” Hughes epitomizes this juxtapositional coexistence. 

Chapter Two, “The Miracle of Hands,” uses the sensual--the senso-
rial––to capture how people are places in themselves to navigate. The 
nature of physical touch allows one to revisit what may have been for-
gotten, either easily or by deliberate means of healing. Hughes illu-
minates the juxtaposition between the intimate touch of a lover or a 
loved one with the experience of cancer.  In “My Younger Sister Riding 
Shotgun,” Hughes writes, “I try not to think of cancer / as a dark ma-
gician making me disappear” (14–15), speaking precisely about a dis-
appearing act predicated upon one’s value of material and tangible 
existence. 

“Pretend You Don’t Owe Me a Thing” shifts the emphasis from ma-
terial absolutes to immaterial probability. The chapter demonstrates 
time’s ability to pivot memory at the edge of knowing to almost know-
ing and unknowing. Here, the disappearing act occurs between re-
membering and forgetting––where impossibility becomes possibility, 
and possibility, real. Throughout the collection, time, like memory, is 
not linear. Although it follows a narrative form that traces girlhood to 
womanhood and womanhood weathered by physical and emotional 
grief, The Disappearing Act takes shape by emphasizing how, through 
memory, to disappear means forgetting or becoming what one never 
imagines oneself to become. It is both a voluntary and involuntary at-
tempt to un-know that which one is made of by becoming––or being 
overcome by––something entirely different yet not new. To disappear 
means to defy the illusion of an ostensibly immaculate life. 

“How We Learn,” the collection’s fourth and final chapter, concludes 
as an expanded cadence of memory. Like those preceding them, the 
collection’s concluding poems are conscious of the power of changing 
memory by the act of writing it. In “Painting Blackbirds” Hughes writes, 
“she persists, trying to capture what she sees / so clearly in her mind, 
the common blackbird” (13–14). These acts of capturing, understand-
ing, and recomposing––from mind to written matter––encompass the 
collection’s thesis that understanding, articulating, and remembering 
are always and equally subject to disappearing, forgetting, and revisit-
ing. “Lullaby,” the last poem of the collection, exhibits one’s comfort in 
the unknown. Hughes writes, “There may be no mystery beyond us––” 
(19), conveying a feeling of solace and resolution in the present and in 
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present memory that is prescient and formative. Memory, however it 
affects, changes, or disappears––is real, tasted, touched. It is, in itself, 
also a vanishing point with the capacity to teach and heal. Sara Pirkle 
Hughes brings to life the human condition’s immutable, intimate re-
lationship with memory, crafting a successful, fearless first collection. 
The Disappearing Act is an essential read for revisiting and recapturing 
memory, revealing its complexity and contradiction.
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Empiricism and the Early Theory of the Novel: Fielding to Austen. 
By Roger Maioli. Palgrave Macmillan, 2016. xxi + 202 pp. $109.99. 
(hardcover)

In Empiricism and the Early Theory of the Novel, Roger Maioli inverts 
the usual procedure of writing about eighteenth-century novelists’ re-
actions to empiricism by instead giving first an account of how empiri-
cist philosophers reacted to the novel as a form of literature. Describing 
how writers including Francis Bacon and David Hume rejected the 
novel’s representations of reality as false and delusory, Maioli then re-
turns to the novelists’ theory and praxis in order to show how they 
responded to this challenge to their legitimacy. He focuses on novels 
written between 1740 and 1800 in order to challenge Michael McKeon’s 
now-canonical assertion that novelists’ interest in engaging with em-
piricism waned during this time (17).

Maioli begins his study by proposing that in the group of novelists 
writing during this period, “there were those who seriously believed in 
the novel’s pedagogic premise, and especially in the ability of novels to 
do what sense perception does: expand the direct experience of read-
ers” (19). However, other novelists realized that they would need to 
defend their novels because the empirical challenge to their claims of 
realism could not be so simply resolved. After his introduction, Maioli’s 
next chapter treats the example of Hume as the representative empiri-
cist philosopher who rejects the novel as a useful form of experience. 
In subsequent chapters, he illustrates the efforts of Fielding, Lennox, 
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Austen, and Godwin to justify novels despite their rejection by Hume 
and like-minded philosophers. He traces the resemblances between 
the novelists’ theories and more recent philosophies of “literary cog-
nitivism,” the defense of literature as a means of imparting knowledge 
of reality (26).

Maioli’s argument is structured around the organization of the 
chosen novelists into two camps. The first is comprised of the “proposi-
tionalists,” including Fielding, Lennox, Austen, and Godwin. For prop-
ositionalists, “literary works are seen to make or imply truth-claims or 
provide hypotheses about reality” (Mikkonen, qtd. on 93). According 
to Maioli, Fielding’s view is that novels provide empirical evidence 
for their propositions, the sum of which offers a moral epistemology. 
Building on this premise as he turns to Lennox, Austen, and Godwin 
in Chapter Five, Maioli explains how quixotic fiction sets idealism 
against empiricism, with the delusions provided by romantic fiction as 
the explicit problem that the novelist must solve (94-5). In The Female 
Quixote, Lennox turns to a partly empiricist, partly Johnsonian solu-
tion to the problem of realism in the novel, and thus avoids answering 
the question raised by empiricism about propositionalism. Particularly 
interesting is Maioli’s argument about how Austen’s quixotic novel 
Northanger Abbey reveals Austen’s general method of providing her 
reader with propositions that immediately become “enmeshed in con-
tingency again when fed back into naturalistic settings” (116). His con-
clusion is that Austen provides not conclusive propositions about ex-
perience, but opportunities for readers to practice their own judgment.

The opposing camp to the propositionalists is represented by the 
innovative fiction of Laurence Sterne, discussed in Chapter Six. Maioli 
shows how Sterne seems to be a propositionalist whose work embraces 
Fielding’s moral epistemology, but that on closer examination, Sterne’s 
project sets itself against propositionalism. In Tristram Shandy and 
A Sentimental Journey, Sterne turns toward the goal of imparting the 
“lessons of wisdom” through the engagement of the passions. However, 
these lessons are not logical propositions, which “cannot capture the 
type of awareness Sterne is seeking to promote” (155). Influenced by 
Adam Smith’s theory of sympathetic imagination, Sterne’s theory re-
sembles the concept of “narrative imagination” outlined by contempo-
rary literary cognitivist Martha Nussbaum.

In his conclusion, Maioli agrees with McKeon’s original argument 
that after the engagement with empiricism, novelists began to justify 
themselves on the terms of aestheticism. What Maioli contributes to 
the conversation about empiricism and the novel is his reading of when 
this turn to the aesthetic actually happened, and how important novels 
written between 1740 and 1800 continued to value empiricism as the 
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key to moral epistemology, and to attempt to reconcile fiction with em-
pirical philosophy. His book is a compelling contribution to the debate 
over the relationship between empirical philosophy and literature.
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