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About the book

Introducing a stunning edition of Nella Larsen'simpactful classic that
explores themes of female racial identity. This special version features a

thoughtful introduction by Christa Holm Vogelius.
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Who should read this book Passing

"Passing" by NellaLarsen is acompelling read for anyone interested in the
complexities of racial identity and social dynamics, particularly in the
context of early 20th-century America. It offers valuable insights for
students of sociology, African American literature, and gender studies, as
well as for readers who appreciate nuanced character studies and
explorations of the intersections of race and class. Furthermore, those
grappling with issues of identity, belonging, and societal expectations will
find resonance in the protagonists' struggles to navigate aworld that rigidly
defines them. Ultimately, anyone looking to engage with thought-provoking
themes of identity and the implications of passing within social constructs

will find "Passing" an enlightening and impactful experience.
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Passing

Nella Larsen

1929

Novel, Fiction

Harlem, New York City, during the 1920s

Irene Redfield, Clare Kendry, Brian Redfield, Gertrude

The novel explores the lives of two African American women, Irene
Redfield and Clare Kendry, who can 'pass' as white due to their
lighter skin tones. The story follows their complex friendship and
rivalry as Clare, who has chosen to live as a white woman, reenters
Irene's life, causing tension and conflict regarding race, identity, and
social status.

Racial Identity, Class, Gender Roles, Friendship, Betrayal

Modernist, with a psychological focus and rich symbolism

'Passing' addresses the complexities of race and identity in America,
highlighting the personal and societal implications of racial passing.

The book is considered a classic of African American literature and
has gained recognition for its nuanced portrayal of race and gender
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Passing Summary Chapter List

1. Introduction to the Complex Themes of 'Passing'

2. Reunion of Childhood Friends and Their Worlds

3. Exploring Racial Identity and Social Class

4. Clare Kendry's Life of Deception and Desire

5. Irene Redfield's Internal Conflict and Torn Allegiances
6. The Consequences of Choices and Tragic Climax

7. Reflections on |dentity, Race, and Societal Norms
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1. Introduction to the Complex Themes of
'‘Passing'

NellaLarsen's "Passing" delvesinto the intricate and often fraught dynamics
surrounding race, identity, and societal expectationsin early 20th-century
America. Set against the backdrop of Harlem during the Harlem

Renaissance, the novel masterfully weaves a narrative that explores how

racial identity influences personal relationships and societal interactions.

At its core, "Passing" tackles the concept of racial passing, where individuals
of mixed race present themselves as white to escape the constraints and
prejudices that come with being black. This theme serves as alens through
which the unnerving realities of race relationsin America are examined,
shedding light on the personal sacrifices and moral dilemmas that
accompany such choices. The narrative questions the authenticity of identity
while highlighting the societal pressures that compel individuals to navigate

and sometimes manipulate these constructs.

Moreover, the novel introduces readers to the lives of two childhood friends,
Clare Kendry and Irene Redfield, whose reunion starkly contrasts their
divergent paths shaped by racial identity and class. Through their
reconnection, Larsen explores the complexities of friendship and the
divergent experiences shaped by their choices to embrace or rgject their

racial heritage. The story unravels the tension between desire and
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acceptance, illustrating how personal history, societal views, and individual

ambitions intertwine to complicate notions of self and other.

In essence, "Passing” is not merely a story about race; it invites a deeper
conversation about the nature of identity itself, and how it can be influenced
by factors such as race, class, and the shifting expectations of society. Asthe
characters navigate their lives, they symbolize broader themes that prompt
readers to reflect on the nature of self, the impact of societal roles, and the

often painful choices woven into the fabric of American life.
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2. Reunion of Childhood Friendsand Thair
Worlds

In the novel 'Passing’ by Nella Larsen, the reunion of childhood friends,
Irene Redfield and Clare Kendry, serves as a pivotal moment that not only
rekindles their past but also thrusts them into the complexities of their
present lives, marked by the realities of racial identity and social class. Irene,
who has navigated life as a black woman in a Harlem community, finds
herself confronting the stark contrasts between her life and that of her
long-lost friend, Clare, who has chosen to pass as white to escape the

confines of racial prejudice.

Thelir reunion is charged with nostalgia, yet underscored by an underlying
tension. Irene is drawn to Clare's boldness and allure, while grappling with a
sense of jealousy and fear at the same time. Clare represents alife of
freedom, privilege, and possibilities that Irene has never fully experienced
due to her commitment to her racial identity and family. The two friends,
once inseparable in childhood, now occupy separate worlds — Clare's world
is one of deception and thrill, while Irene's is more grounded yet limited by

the strictures of race.

The stark differencesin their lives paint avivid picture of the choices they
have made. Clare revelsin the opportunities her passing affords her, yet she

Is also haunted by the price of that deception — the constant fear of
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exposure and loss of connection with her heritage. Irene, on the other hand,
feelsagreat sense of duty to her community and family, yet she cannot help
but feel alonging for the freedom and luxury that Clare so boldly claims as
her own. Their dynamic is fraught with a mixture of admiration and unease

as they recount the paths their lives have taken since childhood.

Astheir conversation unfolds, the two women navigate their friendship's
fragile boundaries, revealing deeper issues of identity and belonging. Clare's
eagerness to re-engage with black social circles and her provocative lifestyle
challenge Irene's more conservative outlook. Clare's presence destabilizes
Iren€e's perception of safety and security within her own social class, giving
rise to an internal struggle that Irene finds increasingly difficult to reconcile.
The encounter not only rekindles a friendship but also ignites debates about
the meaning of identity, loyalty, and the sacrifices one makes in pursuit of

societal acceptance.

Thisreunion is not merely a nostalgic glance back at shared childhood
experiences, it serves as a poignant reminder of the choices that shape their
lives and the complex societal structures that dictate their realities. It setsthe
stage for the emotional and psychological conflicts that will define their
relationship as they attempt to bridge the chasm that has developed between

their contrasting worlds.
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3. Exploring Racial Identity and Social Class

In NellaLarsen's "Passing,” the exploration of racial identity and social class
serves as a critical lens through which the complexities of the characters
lives are examined. The novel contrasts the distinct realities of its two main
characters, Clare Kendry and Irene Redfield, who represent divergent paths

in aracially segregated America of the 1920s.

Clare, who identifies as Black yet passes for White in her everyday life,
symbolizes aregjection of her racial heritage in pursuit of an ostensibly more
privileged existence. Her choice to "pass' highlights the dangers and moral
ambiguities surrounding racial identity. Despite her superficial success and
the social advantages it affords her, Clare’ slifeisriddled with a profound
sense of loss and disconnection from her true self and community. Her
character embodies the societal pressures that dictate how racial identity can
be manipulated and rewritten, revealing the painful straddling of two worlds

that cannot coexist peacefully.

On the contrary, Irene, who embraces her Black identity, experiences the
internal conflict that arises from her friendship with Clare. Irene's life, rooted
firmly in the Harlem Renaissance milieu, is characterized by a commitment
to racia solidarity and the complexities of social class within the Black
community. While she enjoys a stable life with her husband and children,

sheis acutely aware of the fragility of this happiness due to the ever-looming
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specter of racial discrimination. This tension reflects the socio-economic
disparities within the Black community, as Irene navigates the privileges her
own middle-class status affords her while grappling with feelings of guilt

and fear over Clare's choices.

The stark contrast between Clare's and Irene's experiences ultimately
underscores the intersection of race and social classin shaping individual
identity. Every encounter between the two women serves to amplify their
differences, provoking Irene's insecurities about her own racial identity and
socia standing. Their reunion challenges Irene to reconsider her values and
the lengths to which she would go to protect her own carefully constructed
identity. Clare's insistence on her alternate existence forces Irene to confront
societal norms surrounding race and identity, blurring the lines between

loyalty and self-preservation.

This exploration of racial identity and socia classin "Passing" raises critical
guestions about authenticity, belonging, and the costs of societal acceptance.
It speaksto the larger narrative of the African American experience during
the Jim Crow era, showcasing the painful reality that for many, identity is
not merely a matter of personal choice but isinfluenced by the complex
interplay of societal constraints. Through their contrasting lives, Larsen
expertly examines how race, class, and individual agency intersect, leaving

readers to ponder the true nature of identity and the sacrifices one makesin
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the pursuit of belonging.
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4. ClareKendry's Life of Deception and Desire

Clare Kendry is a captivating and complex character whose life encapsul ates
the struggles and paradoxes of racial identity and desire. Bornto a
mixed-race family, Clare possesses the ability to "pass' as white, a privilege
that provides her with opportunities but also demands a disconnection from
her heritage. As achild, she experiences the harsh realities of being a person
of color while being acutely aware of the bourgeois lifestyle enjoyed by
whites. This duality becomes the foundation of her adult life, marked by a

series of choices driven by both desire and deception.

Clare’ s decision to fully embrace her white identity is deeply intertwined
with her aspirations for social elevation and security. When she marries a
wealthy white man, John Bellew, she believes she has successfully escaped
the constraints of her racial background. However, this marriage is founded
on a profound deception, as Clare feels compelled to hide her true heritage
from her husband, who expresses aversion to Black people. This duplicity
creates an inner turmoil for Clare, encapsulated by the exhilarating freedom
she experiences in her new life, juxtaposed with the fear of being discovered

and the shame of abandoning her racial identity.

Within this facade of privilege, Clare continually wrestles with her desires.
She yearns for authenticity and areturn to the community she left behind,

evidenced by her intense connection with Irene Redfield, her childhood
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friend. The reunion with Irene triggers Clare’ s longing for the world of her
youth, yet it is fraught with tension as Irene represents the life Clare has
forsaken. Clare's existence becomes a dance between her yearning for
acceptance within the white elite and her unresolved emotions toward her

Black heritage.

As Clare navigates her double life, the theme of desire manifestsin various
ways—social ambition, a need for emotional connection, and ultimately, a
guest for self-identity. The thrill of her clandestine meetings with Irene
provides a sense of nostalgia and belonging, but it also hints at an impending
crisis. Clare'slonging for both acceptance and rebellion culminatesin alife
that is perpetually at odds with societal expectations and her own unresolved

identity.

In Clare Kendry, Nella Larsen presents a figure who embodies the painful
complexities of passing—someone who seeks to escape the confines of race
and class but finds herself ensnared in the seductive yet perilous web of
deception. Her life of calculated choices leads to an exploration of the very
nature of desire; one that ultimately shapes her fate as she struggles to

reconcile her disparate identities.
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5. Irene Redfidld's Internal Conflict and Torn
Allegiances

Throughout Nella Larsen's "Passing,” Irene Redfield grapples with her
internal conflict and the complexities of her allegiances that stem from her
experiences as a biracial woman navigating aracially divided society.
Unlike her friend Clare Kendry, who has chosen to live her life fully within
the white world, Irene attempts to maintain a balance between her African
American identity and her present life in aracially segregated society. This
struggle manifests itself deeply in her thoughts and actions, creating a

continuous tension that defines her character.

Irene'sinternal conflict isrooted in her desire for stability and safety for her
family, contrasted with her smmering sense of betrayal and resentment
towards Clare’ s choices. As Clare reenters Irene's life, bringing with her an
unsettling influence, Irene's feelings of jealousy and anger surface alongside
her admiration for Clare's audacity. The conflicting emotions reveal Irene's
fear of the societal repercussions that associating closely with Clare might
bring. She istorn between her sense of responsibility toward her
family—nher husband, Brian, and her children—and the magnetic pull of
Clare'sworld, which represents alife filled with illusion, freedom, and the

tantalizing idea of escape from racial oppression.

Irene’ s torn allegiances are complicated further by her friendship with Clare,
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who embodies a choice that Irene has consciously avoided. The easy
camaraderie they share is shrouded in unexpressed tensions; Irene is both
drawn to Clare's allure and repelled by her reckless embrace of awhite
identity. Theirony liesin Irene's ssmultaneous yearning for Clare's boldness
and her deep-rooted apprehension about what that boldness could mean for

her own status within her community and her family’s well-being.

As Irene navigates this labyrinth of emotions, she becomes increasingly
paranoid about Clare's influence on her life and marriage. Her husband
Brian's curiosity about Clare exacerbates Irene’ sworries, illuminating her
internal division further. It is not merely a conflict about racial identity, but
also a degper struggle regarding loyalty, love, and the fear of losing her
family to the very world that Clare seeks to inhabit. This fear trandatesinto
asense of entrapment; Irene believesthat if Clare disrupts the delicate
balance she has built, her own life—and the lives of her family—could

unravel, leading to irrevocable consequences.

Ultimately, Irene'sinternal conflict underscores the novel's exploration of
identity and the painful choicesthat come with race and social class. The
tension between her desire for a safe, stable existence and her contradictory
feelings towards her friend encapsulates the broader societal struggles of
identity and belonging, framing the tragedy that unfoldsin the narrative.

Irene's inability to resolve her conflict culminatesin her tragic choices,
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emphasizing the personal stakes of passing and the painful toll it takes, not

just on individuals, but on their relationships and sense of self.
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6. The Consequences of Choicesand Tragic
Climax

Asthe narrative of "Passing" unfolds, the consequences of the characters
choices culminate in atragic climax that starkly reveals the complexities of
identity, race, and personal fulfillment. Both Clare Kendry and Irene
Redfield navigate a world constricted by the racial and social barriers of
their time. Their decisions to embrace or regject their cultural heritage set
them on fundamentally divergent paths that intersect with deadly

consequences.

Clare's choice to pass as white grants her access to privileges and societal
acceptance that remain elusive for many in the Black community. However,
this choice comes at a high price. Clare' slife is marked by deception, not
only to those around her but also to herself. As she becomes more
entrenched in her adopted identity, she risks losing the very essence of who
sheis. Her alure and magnetism draw Irenein, yet Irene is ssimultaneously
repulsed and intrigued by Clare's reckless abandon and the danger of her

choices.

Irene’ s own decisions reflect her internal conflict. Choosing to live within
the confines of what is socially acceptable, she remains loyal to her racial
identity, but at the cost of her own desires and passions. Her choices are

dictated by fear and societal expectation, forcing her into alife that feels
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both safe and constricting. The dichotomy between both women serves asa
mirror, showcasing the different ways that individuals cope with societal

pressures and personal angst.

The tragic climax of the story, marked by the fateful encounter between
Clare, Irene, and Gerhardt, Clare's white husband, amplifies the inherent
tensionsin their lives. At a climactic moment filled with ambiguity and
dread, Clara’ s existence as a woman who has chosen to pass becomes
untenable. Irene’' s mounting jealousy and fear culminate in catastrophic
actions driven by amedley of hatred and protection. The moment of Clare's
death is not just the physical ending of her life, but a stark representation of
the fatal consequences of crossing the rigid boundaries of race and identity.
It forces Irene to confront the devastating ramifications of her choices and

the precariousness of the masks both women wore.

Ultimately, the tragic events leave Irene grappling with profound loss and
guilt, illuminating the broader themes of racial identity and the complex
realities faced by those who navigate the oppressive expectations of a
racially divided society. The ending signifies not only Clare's demise but
also the haunting nature of Irene’' s life, questioning the integrity of her own
identity and the painful compromises made in the pursuit of societal
acceptance. The ambiguous conclusions to their respective arcs serve as a

poignant reminder of the tragic fallout that often accompanies choices made
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in the pursuit of selfhood amidst societal confines.
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/. Reflections on | dentity, Race, and Societal
Norms

In "Passing," Nella Larsen delves into the intricate tapestry of identity and
race, illuminating the societal pressures that dictate the lives of her
characters. The novel vividly captures the complexities of racial identity,
particularly in the context of the early 20th-century American society, atime
when the color line defined social interactions and determined individual

destinies.

Through the experiences of Irene Redfield and Clare Kendry, Larsen
challenges the binary understanding of race. Clare' s decision to passas a
white woman represents not just a personal choice but also a profound
commentary on the systemic racism that permeates society. Clare's ability to
navigate both the black and white worlds showcases the fluidity of identity
in asocial landscape that rigidly categorizes individuals. However, this
fluidity comes at a steep price, as Clare’ s actions also underscore the
fragility of those who seek to escape their prescribed identities in search of

acceptance and privilege.

Irene, on the other hand, grapples with her own sense of identity as she
witnesses Clare's life of deception. The tension between her desire to
maintain her black identity and her fear of losing her social position drives

her internal conflict. This dichotomy reveals how societal norms impose
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limitations on personal freedom, forcing individuals to conform to
established roles. Irene’ s reluctance to accept Clare’ s choicesreflects a
larger commentary on the expectations placed on black individuals— to

represent their race positively while also facing discrimination.

Furthermore, the novel intricately explores the societal norms that not only
define race but also enforce class distinctions. Irene's middle-class lifestyle
offers her certain privileges, yet it comes with the weight of maintaining
appearances and navigating the expectations of her community. In contrast,
Clare' s pursuit of inclusion in white society intricately ties identity to

socioeconomic status, illustrating the intersection of race and class.

L arsen does not provide easy answers; instead, she prompts readers to reflect
on how identity is constructed and manipulated within societal frameworks.
The characters struggles reveal the inherent tensions between individuality
and conformity, highlighting the sacrifices made in the quest for social
acceptance. Ultimately, "Passing” serves as both amirror reflecting the harsh
realities of racial and social categorization and alens through which we can

examine the ongoing complexities of identity in contemporary society.
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5 Key Quotes of Passing

1. "l wanted to be an artist, and | wanted to create and to invent, but all |

would ever do would be to copy."

2. "To be accepted in aworld that disliked you—that was the shameful thing,
the immoral thing, the despicable thing."

3. "The world was a place of pain and despair, and yet beauty and joy could

befound in it if one knew where to look."

4. "Her blackness had been a shield, making it possible for her to avoid the
truth about her life, but now it had become a burden she could no longer

bear."

5."Tolivein thisworld and be true to oneself was a constant struggle—one

that made the act of simply being feel aimost revolutionary."
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