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Overview
Nella Larsen's "Passing" explores the intricate lives of two light-skinned Black women, Irene
Redfield and Clare Kendry, who are childhood friends reunited by chance. Irene, who
occasionally 'passes' for white for convenience, lives a comfortable middle-class life in Harlem
with her Black doctor husband and two sons. Clare, however, has chosen to permanently pass as
white, marrying a wealthy, openly racist white man, John Bellew, who is completely unaware of
her racial heritage. The novel delves into the psychological complexities and societal pressures
associated with racial identity and the act of 'passing.'

The narrative is primarily told from Irene's perspective, revealing her fascination with, and
simultaneous repulsion by, Clare's dangerous existence. Clare, despite her material wealth, feels
a deep longing for connection to her Black heritage and the vibrant community she left behind,
drawing her back into Irene's life. This re-entry disrupts Irene's carefully constructed world,
stirring up feelings of envy, desire, and fear, particularly regarding Clare's allure to Irene's
husband, Brian. The novel masterfully navigates themes of identity, belonging, sexuality, and the
restrictive nature of societal expectations, culminating in a dramatic and ambiguous ending that
leaves the reader questioning the true nature of Clare's fate and Irene's complicity.

"Passing" is a seminal work of the Harlem Renaissance, critically examining the social and
psychological costs of racial performance and the fluidity of identity in early 20th-century
America. Larsen's nuanced portrayal of her characters' internal conflicts and the external
pressures they face highlights the profound impact of race and class on individual lives, making
it a timeless exploration of self-discovery and the elusive concept of freedom.

Key Takeaways
• Racial identity is a complex social construct that can be performed and concealed, often with
profound psychological costs.

• The desire for belonging and connection can lead individuals to seek out what they have
abandoned, even at great personal risk.

• Envy and fascination can intertwine, creating destructive dynamics in relationships,
particularly when societal pressures are involved.

• Societal expectations regarding race, class, and gender can severely limit personal freedom
and authentic self-expression.
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• The act of 'passing' offers perceived advantages but often comes with the burden of
constant fear and a fractured sense of self.

• True freedom may lie not in escaping one's identity, but in embracing and navigating its
complexities.

• Ambiguity in human relationships and motivations can lead to tragic and unresolved
outcomes.

• The pursuit of security and stability can sometimes stifle personal growth and lead to quiet
desperation.

Chapter Summaries
Encounter

Irene Redfield, a light-skinned Black woman, is vacationing in Chicago when she encounters
Clare Kendry, a childhood friend she hasn't seen in twelve years. Clare, also light-skinned, has
been permanently 'passing' as white and is married to a wealthy, racist white man, John Bellew,
who is unaware of her racial heritage. Irene is both fascinated and disturbed by Clare's
dangerous life. They discuss their pasts and present circumstances, with Clare expressing a
longing for her Black community, while Irene feels a mix of admiration and apprehension about
Clare's choices and the risks she takes.

Re-encounter

Clare, feeling isolated in her white world, begins to re-enter Irene's life in Harlem, much to
Irene's initial delight and later, growing unease. Clare's vivacious presence disrupts Irene's
carefully ordered middle-class existence. Irene becomes increasingly paranoid about Clare's
influence, particularly her perceived flirtation with Irene's husband, Brian, who has long
expressed a desire to leave America due to racial injustice. The two women's complex
relationship deepens, marked by a blend of affection, jealousy, and unspoken desires, as Clare
becomes a regular, yet unsettling, fixture in Irene's home and social circle.

Finale

The tension between Irene and Clare escalates as John Bellew, Clare's husband, discovers her
racial identity. Clare's life unravels, and she is forced to confront the consequences of her
deception. During a party at the Freelands' apartment, Bellew confronts Clare publicly, creating a
chaotic scene. In the ensuing commotion, Clare falls from a third-story window to her death. The
circumstances of her fall are ambiguous: it could be an accident, suicide, or even murder, with
Irene's hand potentially involved, though the narrative leaves it open to interpretation. Irene is
left grappling with the aftermath and the profound impact Clare had on her life.

Themes
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• Racial identity

• Social passing

• Desire and envy

• Freedom vs. security

• Sexual ambiguity

• Motherhood and class

Frequently Asked Questions
What is Passing about?

Passing is about two light-skinned Black women, Irene Redfield and Clare Kendry, who reunite
after years apart. Clare has chosen to live as a white woman, married to a racist, while Irene lives
in Harlem's Black middle class. The novel explores their complex friendship, the psychological toll
of racial passing, and themes of identity, desire, and societal constraints in 1920s America.

Is Passing worth reading?

Yes, "Passing" is highly worth reading for its profound exploration of racial identity, class, and
gender during the Harlem Renaissance. Nella Larsen's nuanced character development and
ambiguous ending provoke deep thought on societal pressures and personal freedom. It
remains relevant for its insights into identity and belonging.

How does Passing end?

Spoiler: The novel ends with Clare Kendry's death. During a party, her racist husband, John
Bellew, discovers her racial identity and confronts her. In the ensuing chaos, Clare falls from a
third-story window. The narrative leaves her death ambiguous, suggesting it could be an
accident, suicide, or even murder, with Irene Redfield's hand potentially involved in the final
push.

Who should read Passing?

Anyone interested in American literature, the Harlem Renaissance, or themes of race, identity,
and gender should read "Passing." It's particularly compelling for readers who appreciate
psychological depth, ambiguous endings, and nuanced explorations of societal pressures and
personal choices.

How long does it take to read Passing?

Given its novella length, "Passing" typically takes about 2 to 3 hours to read for an average
reader. It's a concise yet impactful work that can be completed in a single sitting or over a couple
of short reading sessions.
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Best Quotes
“Irene Redfield was a Negro, and knew it.”

Part 1: Encounter

This is the opening line of Part 1, immediately establishing Irene's racial identity and her
self-awareness. It contrasts sharply with Clare's choice to pass, setting up the central conflict and
theme of racial identity in the novel.

“It was like an itch in the brain, and I'm always scratching it.”

Part 1: Encounter

Clare Kendry says this to Irene, referring to her insatiable curiosity and desire for new
experiences, particularly her longing to reconnect with the Black community she left behind. It
reveals her restless nature and foreshadows her disruptive re-entry into Irene's life.

“We're all of us, aren't we, just passing?”

Part 2: Re-encounter

Clare speaks this line to Irene, suggesting that everyone, regardless of race, performs an identity
or hides aspects of themselves. It broadens the concept of 'passing' beyond racial identity to
encompass social performance and the universal human experience of self-presentation.

“It was the most important thing in the world, to be safe.”

Part 2: Re-encounter

This thought frequently recurs in Irene's mind, revealing her deepest desire for security and
stability in her life, marriage, and community. It underscores her cautious nature and her fear of
anything that threatens her carefully constructed world, especially Clare's recklessness.

“She was caught between two allegiances, a desire to be loyal to her race and a desire to be
loyal to herself.”

Part 2: Re-encounter

This describes Irene's internal conflict. While she values her racial identity and community, she
also has personal desires and a need for self-preservation. This tension is exacerbated by Clare's
presence, forcing Irene to confront the compromises and choices inherent in her life.

“She hated Clare Kendry. Hated her. Hated her.”

Part 3: Finale
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This intense internal monologue reveals the depth of Irene's animosity towards Clare in the
novel's climax. It signifies her complete psychological breakdown and the culmination of her
jealousy, fear, and resentment, hinting at the dark impulses that may lead to Clare's demise.

“What was the good of it, this passing? What was the good of pretending to be what you
weren't?”

Part 1: Encounter

Irene's internal questions reflect her moral and practical objections to racial passing. She
struggles to understand Clare's motivations, viewing passing as a betrayal of one's heritage and
an inherently dishonest way of living, despite occasionally passing herself for convenience.

“White people were so stupid, so easily taken in.”

Part 1: Encounter

Irene's cynical observation highlights the irony of racial passing. She recognizes the superficiality
of racial distinctions and the blindness of white society, which allows individuals like Clare to
successfully deceive them. It reveals her own complex feelings about race and deception.

“Security. Was that it? Or was it something else?”

Part 2: Re-encounter

Irene questions her own motivations, particularly her unwavering pursuit of security. This line
suggests a deeper, perhaps unacknowledged, desire or dissatisfaction beneath her seemingly
stable life. It hints at the repressed emotions and desires that Clare's presence brings to the
surface.

“She had only to look at Clare to feel a queer something stirring in her, a feeling that was
half envy, half contempt.”

Part 2: Re-encounter

This describes Irene's complex emotional response to Clare. The 'queer something' suggests a
repressed attraction or fascination, while the mix of envy and contempt encapsulates her
conflicted feelings about Clare's beauty, freedom, and dangerous choices.

“She was not a moral woman, but she was a good mother.”

Part 2: Re-encounter

This line describes Clare, highlighting the paradox of her character. Despite her unconventional
choices and perceived moral transgressions (from Irene's perspective), she genuinely loves and
cares for her daughter, Margery, adding complexity to her portrayal.
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“It was a dangerous game, this passing.”

Part 1: Encounter

Irene's thought underscores the inherent risks and psychological toll of living a life of racial
deception. This line foreshadows the tragic consequences that can arise from such a precarious
existence, particularly for Clare, who constantly fears exposure.

“She wished, for the first time in her life, that she had been a man.”

Part 3: Finale

Irene's desperate thought reflects her feeling of powerlessness and entrapment as a woman in
her society. She believes that being a man would grant her the freedom and agency to escape
her domestic frustrations and the escalating tensions with Clare and Brian.

“The trouble with Clare was that she was a woman who always got what she wanted.”

Part 2: Re-encounter

Irene's observation about Clare reveals her perception of Clare's manipulative and determined
nature. It also highlights Irene's own frustration and feeling of being controlled or
outmaneuvered by Clare, fueling her resentment and fear.

“She had a way of looking at you that made you feel as if you were the only person in the
world.”

Part 1: Encounter

This describes Clare's captivating charm and charisma, which she uses to draw people in,
including Irene. It explains Clare's powerful influence over others and her ability to make them
feel special, despite her often self-serving motives.

Questions & Answers
What does "passing" mean in Nella Larsen's novel?

"Passing" refers to the act of a person of one racial group being accepted or perceived as a
member of another, typically a lighter-skinned Black person presenting as white. In the novel,
Clare Kendry passes as white to gain social and economic advantages, while Irene Redfield only
occasionally passes for convenience, always returning to her Black identity and community. The
concept explores the fluidity and performativity of race in early 20th-century America.

Who are the two central characters in "Passing" and what are their key differences?
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The central characters are Irene Redfield and Clare Kendry. Irene is a light-skinned Black woman
who lives in Harlem, married to a Black doctor, and is deeply committed to her racial identity and
community. She values security and respectability. Clare, also light-skinned, chose to pass as
white years ago, marrying a white man who is unaware of her racial background. She is
impulsive, daring, and seeks excitement and freedom, often at the expense of others' comfort.

What is the nature of the relationship between Irene Redfield and Clare Kendry?

Irene and Clare's relationship is complex and fraught with tension. They were childhood friends
who reconnect as adults. Irene is simultaneously fascinated by and repulsed by Clare's choices
and lifestyle. There's an underlying current of attraction, envy, and resentment. Clare seeks to
re-enter Irene's Black world, disrupting Irene's carefully constructed life, leading to Irene's
growing paranoia and animosity towards Clare.

Why does Clare Kendry choose to pass as white?

Clare chooses to pass as white primarily for economic and social advancement. Growing up poor
and orphaned, she saw passing as her only escape from the limitations imposed on Black women
in early 20th-century America. By marrying a wealthy white man, she gains financial security,
social status, and a life of luxury that would have been unattainable if she had remained openly
Black.

How does Irene Redfield feel about Clare's decision to pass?

Irene is deeply conflicted about Clare's passing. Initially, she is intrigued and somewhat envious
of Clare's freedom and beauty. However, as Clare re-enters her life, Irene grows increasingly
critical and resentful. She views passing as a betrayal of one's race and finds Clare's recklessness
and disregard for consequences unsettling. Irene also fears Clare's presence will expose her own
occasional passing and disrupt her secure, respectable life in Harlem.

What is the significance of the novel's ending?

Spoiler: The novel ends with Clare Kendry's death, falling from a window during a party. The
circumstances are ambiguous: it's unclear if she was pushed by Irene, jumped, or fell
accidentally. This ambiguity is crucial, reflecting Irene's internal turmoil and suppressed desires.
Clare's death resolves Irene's immediate threat but leaves her with profound psychological
questions about her own actions, desires, and the consequences of her choices, highlighting the
destructive nature of racial and social anxieties.

What role does Brian Redfield, Irene's husband, play in the story?

Brian Redfield is Irene's husband, a doctor who feels stifled by life in Harlem and dreams of
moving to Brazil, where racial lines are perceived as less rigid. His desire to leave creates tension
with Irene, who values her secure life. Brian's growing attraction to Clare, or at least Irene's
perception of it, fuels Irene's jealousy and paranoia, becoming a significant catalyst for her
animosity towards Clare and contributing to the novel's tragic climax.
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How does Nella Larsen explore the theme of racial identity in "Passing"?

Larsen explores racial identity as a fluid, performative, and often oppressive construct. Through
Irene and Clare, she shows how identity can be chosen, hidden, or embraced, and the
psychological toll of each path. The novel questions the fixed nature of race, highlighting the
social and economic pressures that drive individuals to "pass," while also examining the
deep-seated loyalty and pride some feel for their racial heritage, even amidst its challenges.

What are some of the major themes in "Passing"?

Key themes include racial identity and passing, the complexities of female friendship, sexuality
and repression, security versus freedom, jealousy and obsession, and the psychological impact
of societal expectations. The novel delves into the internal conflicts faced by women navigating
racial and gender constraints in the 1920s, exploring how these pressures shape their choices,
desires, and ultimately, their destinies.

How does the setting of Harlem influence the narrative of "Passing"?

Harlem in the 1920s, during the Harlem Renaissance, serves as a vibrant and complex backdrop.
For Irene, it represents a secure, respectable Black community where she feels a strong sense of
belonging and racial pride. It's her sanctuary. For Clare, it represents the forbidden, exciting
world she left behind but yearns to revisit. The contrast between the perceived safety of Harlem
and the dangers of passing in white society underscores the novel's exploration of identity,
community, and the allure of forbidden desires.

What is the significance of John Bellew, Clare's husband?

John Bellew is significant as the embodiment of the racist white society Clare has married into.
He is openly prejudiced against Black people, using racial slurs and expressing his hatred, all
while being completely unaware that his own wife is Black. His character highlights the irony and
danger of Clare's passing, emphasizing the constant fear of exposure she lives with and the
profound deception at the heart of her life.

How does the novel explore the concept of security for women?

The novel deeply explores security, particularly for women, through Irene and Clare. Irene
prioritizes security above all else: a stable marriage, a respectable home in Harlem, and a clear
racial identity. Clare, conversely, seeks security through wealth and social status by passing as
white, but her life is built on a foundation of deception, making her security precarious. The
novel suggests that true security, especially for women of color, is elusive and often comes at a
significant personal cost.

What is the role of sexuality and desire in "Passing"?

Sexuality and desire play a subtle yet powerful role, often repressed or unacknowledged. Irene's
complex feelings for Clare—a mix of fascination, envy, and repulsion—suggest a latent
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homoerotic attraction that she cannot confront. Her jealousy over Brian's perceived interest in
Clare also hints at deeper marital dissatisfactions. Clare's own desire for excitement and
freedom, even at risk, can be seen as a form of sexual liberation, challenging conventional norms
and contributing to the novel's underlying tension.

What does the novel suggest about the psychological toll of passing?

The novel suggests that passing, while offering material benefits, exacts a heavy psychological
toll. Clare lives in constant fear of exposure, leading a life built on deception and isolation from
her true heritage. She yearns for connection to the Black community she left behind. Irene, who
only passes occasionally, experiences intense anxiety and guilt during these instances. Both
characters demonstrate how the act of denying one's identity can lead to internal conflict,
paranoia, and a profound sense of alienation.

How does "Passing" challenge traditional notions of race?

“Passing” challenges traditional notions of race by presenting it as a social construct rather than
a fixed biological reality. Through characters like Clare, who are phenotypically indistinguishable
from white people but are legally and socially Black, Larsen highlights the arbitrary nature of
racial categories. The novel demonstrates how race is performed and perceived, and how
societal rules dictate who belongs to which group, exposing the absurdity and cruelty of racial
essentialism.


