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Passing is definitely complex. 
The practice—identifying and 
presenting oneself as another 
race while denying one’s true 
ancestry—is not something 
people are meant to talk about. 
If, for example, a biracial or 
light-skinned black woman 
mentions to her friends that  
she “passed” that day—
pretending to be white to 
gain entry into some form 
of higher social milieu—she 
might be shunned as a race 
traitor ashamed of her heritage. 
Passing is also the title of 
Harlem Renaissance author 
Nella Larsen’s most famous 
work, a novel set in 1925. 

PASSING, PRESENT, 
FUTURE

Passing may seem like a thing of the past—inherently tied to the “tragic  

  mulatto” of abolitionist literature, a by-product of an era when “quadroon”  

  and “octoroon” were common parlance, and later, a complex act during 

Jim Crow, when whether you were definitely black or definitely white affected which 

resources, institutions, and water fountains you could legally access. Passing may 

even seem, like Larsen’s novel, a relic of a different time especially when there is a 

biracial president in the White House.

But just as recent incidents in Ferguson, Missouri, reveal how far we are from a 

truly just society, Larsen’s Passing, like the act itself, remains meaningful on many 

levels, blurring literary and racial lines, and supporting the elusiveness of what it 

means to be black or biracial.

Written in racially segregated 1920s America and within the buzz of the Harlem 

Renaissance, Passing takes racial passing and throws it into a modernist daze. The 

book follows the reacquaintance of two women, Irene Redfield and Clare Kendry, 

who fall into an uneasy friendship tethered by a mutual fascination with each other’s 

lives. Irene Redfield is established in an elite clique in Harlem, but lives in a spiri-

tual wasteland, clinging to her conventional, safe, upper-class life to survive. While 

Irene is able to pass in white society when she wants to, she only dips her toe into the 

passing pool every once in a while whereas Clare Kendry has dived straight in. Clare 

fully masquerades as a white woman—to the point of living in holy matrimony with 

a wealthy white bigot named John Bellow—yet she yearns to be reintroduced to the 

frivolous, colorful Harlem world that she previously rejected. 
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Both women fit into expected roles of race: Irene in black, 

Clare in white. But as the plot progresses, Larsen reveals the 

more complex identity politics beyond the black-white binary. 

By focusing on the correlating experiences of biracial, passing 

women, Larsen allows the reader to see the duality of racial 

characteristics and the disparities in class and social hierar-

chies in both black and white America. Overall, it is a narra-

tive exposing how oppression is bound within and impacted 

by an intersection of societal systems and pressure.

***

Larsen wrote Passing in the time of the Harlem  

    Renaissance and of Jim Crow segregation laws—

and at a time when more than 30,000 people “passed” 

daily. But the title of her novel belies more than race. She 

uses passing to draw out gender, class, and most of all, 

the entrenched narratives that black women live, subvert, 

or escape entirely. To revisit the novel—which packs a 

complex story into fewer than 100 pages—is to see how 

Larsen reshuff led the paradigms that have fogged up our 

21st-century glasses.

Larsen’s ability to inextricably unite class, race, and gender 

into each of her characters—constructing an intersectional 

text—proves that she can be considered an early black femi-

nist. In terms of class, gender, and race, Irene and Clare make 

up an entangled composite of black and biracial women. 

The meeting of Irene and Clare exposes the struggle 

between personal and political, body and soul. Clare’s 

racially ambidextrous character—besides causing Irene  

extreme anxiety on multiple levels—may seem like a typical  

“tragic mulatta” as her life gets cut short by the book’s 

close. Dating back to the 19th century, this archetypal 

biracial woman—used in abolitionist literature to appeal 

to the hearts and minds of white readers—was assumed 

to be sad or even suicidal because she failed to fit into 

either the black or the white world. Many stories followed a 

tired trajectory: A light-skinned women is raised as white, 

in a biracial household, and is impeccable in taste and 

beauty—that is, until the money runs out, her white father 

dies, her social standing drops, and she is sold into slavery.  

Irene, in contrast, is constructed as the racially con-

scious woman who wears her cultural ancestry like a 

badge of honor, although she’ll take advantage of passing’s 

merits when it suits her.  

Larsen’s subverted narrative lies in Clare’s mysteri-

ous smile that Irene is unable to shake throughout the 

book. Through Clare, Larsen has taken a straightforward 

archetype of the tragic mulatto—Clare dies when her hus-

band discovers her racial background—and destabilizes it 

through Irene, who refuses to admit how much she holds 

in common with her old friend. 

The reader observes from Irene’s point of view, taking 

for granted that Irene is living a lie as well, despite, as she 

tells her companion, “You see, Clare, I’ve everything I 

want. Except, perhaps a little more money.” Irene resents 

Clare’s shameless passing between black and white cul-

ture—but represses the same sentiment within herself. 

Ultimately, she’s grateful for Clare’s death—perhaps 

complicit in it, Larsen leaves the ending purposefully 

ambiguous—as it represents a return to “safe” social 

demarcations. The fear of Clare’s survival is our ingrained 

fear—we are terrified that her story doesn’t correspond to 

the cozy, familiar tragic mulatto archetype. And yet, even 

after Clare’s death is confirmed, we are still left unsettled.

This sabotage of the tragic mulatto myth reclaims the 

deep-rooted narrative of biracial subjectivity. But it’s also  

a warning that these myths and tropes still haunt our 

lived experiences. 

***

Throughout pop cultural history, biracial or light- 

  skinned black women have relied on passing, in 

some form or another, for economic and social mobility, 

from actress Dorothy Dandridge to singer Mariah Carey to 

entertainment powerhouse Beyoncé. Dandridge, the first 

black actress to be nominated for a Best Actress Academy 

Award, led a cinematic career playing racially ambiguous 

roles before a drug overdose—some say unaccidental—

took her life in 1965, at 42, in what could be seen as a 

sad, self-fulfilling prophecy of the tragic mulatto trope. 

Bitch Media is a non-profit, independent media organization. 
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Given the public’s propensity to blur the on and off screen personas of film stars, the 

tragic-mulatto narrative followed Dandridge through her career. And yet Dandridge’s 

onscreen roles were only coincidental to her personal narrative, more the result of 

a white-dominated film industry finding these tropes alluring and reinforced the 

“tragic mulatto” myth through films, as it had done from 1915’s The Birth of a Nation  

to 1959’s Imitation of Life.

Larsen explores a similar disjunction through Clare. When Irene first encoun-

ters Clare at an upscale café in Chicago, she reminisces on Clare’s lifelong persona: 

“About her clung that dim suggestion of polite insolence with which a few women are 

born and which some acquire with the coming of riches or importance.” But Irene 

realizes Clare is of the former—“she had always just had it.” Here, Larsen contextu-

alizes Clare’s personality traits as driven by a racist society, rather than haphazard 

stereotyping. Is Larsen foreshadowing how black or biracial women will for a “long 

stretch of years” live in the menacing shadow of the “tall, powerfully built” systems of 

white, male patriarchy? 

Dandridge’s heir apparent Halle Berry has, under the media glare, been affected by 

a similar narrative. Berry (who played Dandridge in the HBO film Introducing Dorothy 

Dandridge, which she also produced) won her historic Best Actress Oscar in 2002 for 

portraying an abused single black mother in Monster’s Ball and even played a sub-

versive tragic mulatta role in Alex Haley’s 1993 tv miniseries, Queen. But the media 

seems intent to pigeonhole Berry into the tragic mulatta role. Especially when it came 

to her breakup with Gabriel Aubry, they could not resist publishing photos of Berry 

looking forlorn and anxious, or as a pissed-off single mother, barefoot and screaming 

at paparazzi with her biracial daughter, Nahla, in tow as the media spread news about 

an alleged suicide attempt. 

Yet Berry seems quite secure in herself. She’s mentioned that she found her bira-

cial background “painful and confusing” when she was young, but she identifies as a 

black woman, as she knows that is how she will be perceived. 

By refusing to “pass,” Berry reclaimed the melodramatic narrative and disregarded 

the specter of the tragic mulatto. Larsen anticipated this action via Clare, whom she 

cast in a similar role. Even though Clare passes as white, she also refuses to “play it 

safe.” She gleefully deserts her husband to visit black Harlem while also allowing him 

to “ridicule her race” by affectionately call her the N-word—all actions that reclaim, 

disable, and overthrow her storied identity. Clare’s carefree crossover between black 

and white culture highlights a freedom missed by those who do not take charge of 

their own stories—Larsen’s way of inviting us to shed our preconceptions of the tragic 

mulatto myth. 

This multifaceted form of passing was also apparent in the recent tête-à-tête be-

tween bell hooks and actress Laverne Cox on how to survive patriarchy. Cox, who feels 

comfortable in a blonde wig and high heels, was blasted by hooks as feeding into the 

white, imperialist, patriarchal gaze by conforming to traditional Western standards 

of beauty. Cox replied that as a black trans woman it is “a way to be seen” rather than 

remaining “invisible.” In Passing, Clare Kendry is described as both “Negro eyed” and 

a “blonde beauty from a fairytale.” Both women are still culturally black, regardless of 

the f laxen mops that sit on their heads. Hooks may see this as an irresponsible, “self-

hating” message, but what about embracing who you are and displaying it proudly? 

After all, Clare’s white features are an aesthetic subject of Irene’s enduring fascina-

tion: “Irene Redfield had a sudden inexplicable rush of affectionate feeling. “Reaching 

out,” Irene “grasped Clare’s two hands in her own and cried with something like awe 

in her voice: ‘Dear God! But aren’t you lovely.’”

Your purchase of this digital edition makes it possible for us to thrive.
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Gratifying as it would be to read into a homoeroticism 

between the women (as many academics have), Larsen 

highlights Irene’s enduring fascination (and repulsion) of 

Clare to represent how Irene herself has “passed.” Irene’s 

fixation on Clare’s whiteness simply mimics that of the 

omnipresent white, male gaze. As she fixates on Clare’s 

radiant beauty of a “soft white face” and “full red lips” 

throughout the novel, Larsen foreshadows a rampant, 

undetected form of “passing” that showcases self-hate 

and white superiority. Black women, by celebrating white 

standards of beauty—crucifying any black woman in the 

proverbial spotlight who seems at least two shades lighter, 

and whose noses two degrees straighter than it was in their 

yearbook photo—are “passing” all the time. As Irene at 

one point suggests, “It’s funny about ‘passing.’ We disap-

prove 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.”

Perhaps the figure who seems to encompass the most 

complex aspects of Larsen’s novel is Beyoncé Knowles. Her 

metamorphosing persona (blonde hair vs. braids, Sasha 

Fierce vs. Beyoncé Knowles) can be signified in Judith But-

ler’s terms as a “certain freedom, a class mobility afforded 

by whiteness.” Her superstardom has depended on a 

multitude of identities to appeal to a broad audience while 

succeeding within the white-dominated music industry.

Irene, who clings to her husband, a respectable black 

doctor, feels secure in her coccooned, picture-perfect life 

yet remains anxious about marrying a man who readily  

accepts the reality of a racist world. Beyoncé’s marriage to  

Jay-Z, whose rags-to-riches story from dealing drugs  

to becoming a hugely successful rapper and producer,  

echoes this. The recent rumors of her split with Jay-Z and  

the “trouble in paradise” elevator leak pushed Beyoncé’s  

f lawless Instagram feed into high drive in order to silence  

naysayers determined to expose her as another black woman  

who can’t “have it all.” However, in Passing, Irene’s upper-

class domesticity shows a desperation for conservatism  

and conformity. Larsen preempts, through Irene, the  

Betty Freidan–like “feminist” suburban housewives  

of the second-wave, grumbling about how modern appli-

ances have rendered them useless and subservient. 

And yet Beyoncé holds a bit of Clare as well. Beyoncé’s 

ongoing cultural reinvention as a way of nurturing each 

part of her awakened identity ref lects Clare’s sneaky trips 

to Harlem to “nurture her now awakened spiritual needs.” 

Beyoncé has shape-shifted from the vernacular-ridden 

songs in Destiny’s Child (“Bug-a-Boo,” “Pay My Bills,” “Boo-

tylicious”) to her mainstream solo singles (“Irreplaceable,” 

“Crazy in Love,” “Halo”). Midway through her solo career 

she embraced her Creole heritage, she later posed in black 

face as an “African Queen” in an ill-advised 2011 fashion 

shoot, and she recently sampled Nigerian novelist Chimam-

anda Ngozi Adichie’s TED talk in her song “Flawless”—all 

ways of legitimizing her blackness. Given Beyoncé’s suc-

cess at this point, it is no longer risky to do this. Clare’s 

Bitch Media is a non-profit, independent media organization. 
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preoccupation with revisiting black culture (through Irene, her ticket back to Harlem)  

mirrors Beyoncé’s whimsical cultural forays, which appear just as counterfeit as 

Clare’s did to Irene. 

***

The text of Passing—relatively unknown to the average 1930s reader, presumably  

  like the concept of passing itself—took place within a fraught time frame 

(before civil rights, after slavery). It understandably touched the nerves of both black 

and white readers. Taking into consideration Larsen’s heritage of a Danish mother 

and a father from the Caribbean, she is a writer who also had challenges defining 

herself. As critic Darryl Pinckney writes, “As a member of a white immigrant family, 

[Larsen] had no entrée into the world of the blues or of the black church. If she could 

never be white like her mother and sister, neither could she ever be black in quite the 

same way that Langston Hughes and his characters were black. Hers was a nether-

world, unrecognizable historically and too painful to dredge up.” 

Intellectually, Larsen can sit happily next to Virginia Woolf, T.S. Eliot, and James 

Joyce, but can be also be mentioned in the same breath as Zora Neale Hurston, Langs-

ton Hughes, and Jessie Fauset. Passing itself could be seen as a literary “tragic mulatto”: 

a child of a black mother (the racially isolated Harlem Renaissance) and a white father 

(the culturally dominant modernist movement). With today’s recent revival of academic 

interest in modernism (the Norton Critical Edition of Passing devotes 469 pages of criti-

cism to the novel’s scant 77 pages of text), Passing has passed into a predominantly white 

canon, isolated by academia’s looming ivory towers. 

Passing has provided us two new archetypes to engage with. Clare, by interrupting 

her inevitable “tragic” trajectory, gives us hope that reclaiming one’s story will contrib-

ute to the ultimate dilution of entrenched narratives in our culture. Irene, exposing the 

conflict between our perceptions of race vs. culture, impels us to interrogate how the 

media won’t let go of established tropes that still shape our identities. With these two 

women, Larsen destabilizes the hetero-supremacist male gaze, and instead invites us to 

consider the role of intersectionality within two embodiments of black female struggle. 

The foreboding last lines of the book, in which a police officer rules Clare’s fall 

from a sixth-f loor window “death by misadventure,” is a message for its readers. The 

last line cryptically ends with the officer imploring “Let’s go up and have another look 

at that window.” With the death of Clare Kendry, we are invited to ref lect, revise, and 

look through our distorted lens to examine why her death can be regarded as a simple 

misadventure, an unfortunate event. 

Larsen passed away in 1964, alone, in her Brooklyn apartment. It was the year the 

Civil Rights Act was passed through Congress, a year after The Feminine Mystique was 

published, and a few years before Francis Beal published the essay “Double Jeopardy: 

To Be Black and Female.” Passing has a narrative complexity that addresses the way 

gender, race and class are interconnected into black women’s lives, a movement before 

it had begun. Her biracial background gave her enough emotional ammo to make the 

novel reactionary, and her immersion in the cultured and cliquey Harlem Renaissance 

made it erudite and intellectual enough to deal with social, class and cultural disparities.  

Nearly a century later, it’s time to have another look. 

Nikki Hall is a writer and editor living in London. She is writing her first novel, The 

Ivory Tower, an exploration of black intellectuals and the assimilation of Afro-Caribbean 

women in the 21st century. 
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