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One three centuries removed
From the scenes his fathers loved,
Spicy grove, cinnamon tree,
What is Africa to me?1

—COUNTEE CULLEN

CRITICAL FOREWORD
Mae G. Henderson
Like other novels of the Harlem Renaissance, Nella Larsen’s Passing (1929) has been read in terms of African American modernism, a term linking the aesthetic and political dimensions of this outpouring of work by black artists in the 1920s, and designating literary techniques ranging from the experimentalism of Jean Toomer to the realism of Rudolph Fisher to the romantic racialism of Claude McKay. In Passing, as in other novels of the Harlem School, the city— particularly Harlem—functions as a kind of topos that becomes a site of transformation and, potentially, liberation in that decade of black cultural and social awakening.1 Although the opening scene of what Larsen calls the “Encounter” between her two main characters occurs in their native Chicago, the main action and denouement of the novel transpires in New York, the mecca of the “New Negro” and locus of the “New Woman.” The geographical location of Larsen’s characters in Chicago and New York codes the “city” as both a space of ethnic and social diversity in the aftermath of the Great Migration, as well as a space newly open to the “feminine” during an era when women were moving from the domestic sphere into the public culture. Larsen’s self-conscious engagement with an urban culture of modernity from which her characters derive their location of social marginality—as blacks and women—is particularly pertinent to the narrative theme of racial passing, since, as critic Werner Sollors aptly notes, a primary condition of passing in the United States has been “social and geographical mobility,” especially as it prevails “in environments such as cities . . . that provided anonymity to individuals, permitting them to resort to imaginative role-playing in their self-representation.”2 Situated during an era of profound cultural change and social transition, Larsen’s modern passing characters distinctly “belong to [their] own time,” in that these “raced” and “gendered” subjects inhabit a social geography that both affirms and contests social, economic, and political arrangements that sustain the “color line” demarcating race and the “separate spheres” defining gender.
As one of several (albeit only two women) novelists of the period, Larsen is distinctive in that her novels, unlike those of Renaissance writers such as Jessie Fauset, Walter White, Claude McKay, Rudolph Fisher, and Wallace Thurman, not only engage the racial thematics of African American modernism but also deploy the formal techniques of Anglo-American and European modernism. Larsen’s modernist articulations, mediated from the perspectives of race, gender, and sexuality, are demonstrated by what Rita Felski defines in  The Gender of Modernity as “aesthetic self-consciousness, stylistic fragmentation, and . . . questioning of representation” within the context of “a distinctively modern sense of dislocation and ambiguity.” 3 In addition, Larsen’s figuration of the African American woman as a racially marked, middle-class, gendered subject in both her first novel, Quicksand (1928), and her second, Passing, privilege the mulatto, or biracial, woman in particular as the site of contradiction and negotiation, transgression and conformity, tradition and modernity. In some respects, the complexity of this image, as we shall see, marks this figure as a signifier—a duplicitous signifier—of the competing impulses, ideologies, and aesthetics characterizing the Harlem Renaissance itself.
But Larsen’s latter novel also belongs to a genre, the passing narrative, that some critics maintain has become defunct. Surely it is true, as some have argued, that “passing,” in the sense of “passing for white,” has ceased to be the social issue that it was in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,4 yet the recent republication of Larsen’s novel, along with James Weldon Johnson’s Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man, would suggest that perhaps W.E.B. Du Bois was not entirely accurate in his prediction that the “intriguing and ticklish subject” of passing “is all a pretty, silly matter of no real importance which another generation will comprehend with great difficulty.”5 And while, as Gayle Wald has documented, the postwar 1950s witnessed the emergence of what she describes as the “postpassing” narrative in black popular fiction, it is demonstrably evident that this genre has discovered a receptive audience during the latter part of the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.6 Much of the renewed interest in this genre is, of course, due to the emergence of an increased interest in what Werner Sollors has defined as a tradition of “interracial literature” as well as in a more general preoccupation with notions of hybridity, biraciality, and social constructionism as they structure contemporary conceptions of personal and social identity.
Although Quicksand has traditionally received the higher critical regard, it would seem that in light of recent attention, a reevaluation of Passing is due. Arguing that Larsen’s craft and subtlety demand an acknowledgment of the status of Passing as a major novel of the Harlem Renaissance, contemporary critics have insisted on according Larsen’s novel its “rightful place” in the canons of American, African American, and women’s literature.7 Historically, however, Larsen’s reputation rests less on Passing than on her first novel, Quicksand. In a contemporary review of Quicksand in The Crisis, W.E.B. Du Bois pronounced it a “fine, thoughtful and courageous piece of work,” the best that “Negro America has produced since the heyday of Charles Chesnutt.” 8 And although Du Bois praised Larsen’s second novel as “one of the finest novels of the year,” Passing has not always fared so well among later critics and scholars.9 While rating Passing as “probably the best treatment of the subject [of passing] in Negro fiction,” critic Robert Bone considers it Larsen’s “less important novel.”10 Comparing it to the typical “women’s magazine story,” Hoyt Fuller describes Passing as a “flawed” and “rather banal” novel.”11 Hiroko Sato describes Passing as a “slight book,” written by a novelist who wrote “only one good book [Quicksand].”12 Nathan Irvin Huggins ranks  Quicksand as Larsen’s “best novel,” and Passing her “lesser novel.”13 David Levering Lewis views Quicksand as “one of the . . . best novels of the Renaissance,”14 and George Hutchinson regards it as “the best novel of the Harlem Renaissance until Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching  God.” 15 Cheryl Wall comments on the “inevitable melodrama,” that “weakens the credibility” of Larsen’s second novel.” 16 And one of Larsen’s biographers, Charles Larson, suggests that “ Passing is a lesser novel than Quicksand,” while another biographer, Thadious Davis, considers it “less skillfully developed,” although “more carefully structured” than her first novel. 17
Despite these evaluations, Passing has established itself during the last two decades or so as a major work of the Harlem Renaissance as well as an important contribution to the genre known as the “modernist passing narrative.” What is less well known is that the novel also belongs to a literary pedigree that links the narrative of passing to an originary form of African American literature. Genealogically, the narrative of passing traces its lineage back to the nineteenth-century African American slave narrative. Elements of the passing narrative can be found in several of the slave narratives, including Running a  Thousand Miles for Freedom; or the Escape of William and Ellen Craft from Slavery (1860), in which two slaves successfully escape from bondage by having the light-skinned Ellen “pass” for the “white” (and male) master of her dark-skinned slave husband, William. Not only does “the passing plot”18 appear in the narratives of the fugitive slave who sometimes deployed racial passing as a strategy by which to escape the fetters of slavery, it also resurfaces as a plot element in nineteenth-century African American fiction, including ex-slave author William Wells Brown’s  Clotel, A Tale of the Southern States (1864)19; Frank J. Webb’s The Garies and Their Friends (1857); Francis Ellen Watkins Harper’s  Iola Leroy (1892); as well as Hannah Craft’s recently “discovered”  The Bondwoman’s Narrative(c. 1853–60), now deemed to be the earliest novel by a black woman in the United States.20 Richard Hildreth’s  The Slave; or, Memoirs of Archy Moore (1836) and Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852), both Anglo-American novels modeled on the narratives of ex-slaves, also deploy the passing plot. 21
The recurrence of the passing plot in both black and white fiction in the United States would suggest the importance of passing as a social issue from the late nineteenth well into the twentieth century. Indeed, two years following the publication of Larsen’s novel, one Caleb Johnson wrote in the Outlook and Independent that “crossing the color line is so common an occurrence that the Negroes have their own well-understood word for it. They call it ‘passing.’ ”22 Writing in  The Saturday Review of Literature in 1947, Walter White, himself a “voluntary Negro,” observed, “Every year approximately 12,000 white-skinned Negroes disappear—people whose absence cannot be explained by death or emigration . . . men and women who have decided that they will be happier and more successful if they flee from the proscription and humiliation which the American color line imposes on them.”23 Clearly, White’s statistics regarding the occurrence and extent of race passing in the United States must be viewed as highly speculative, since evidence supporting such claims, by its very nature, remains scant and anecdotal due to the conditions of secrecy upon which the success of the racial passer is predicated.
Further commenting on the theme of passing in the literature of black and white Americans, Swedish sociologist Gunnar Myrdal also notes the conditions of secrecy and silence that alone guarantee the success of the racial passer, whom he identifies, broadly speaking, as “a Negro [who] becomes a white man . . . [who] moves from the lower to the higher caste.” Passing can be secured, explains Myrdal, “only by the deception of the white people with whom the passer comes to associate and by a conspiracy of silence on the part of other Negroes who might know about it.” Myrdal describes the typical passing plot and its reception:
As a social phenomenon, passing is so deeply connected with the psychological complexes—built around caste and sex—of both groups that it has come to be a central theme of fiction and of popular imagination and story telling. The adventures of the lonesome passer, who extinguishes his entire earlier life, breaks all personal and social anchorings, and starts a new life where he has to fear his own shadow, are alluring to all and have an especially frightening import to whites. There is a general sentimentality for the unhappy mulatto—the “marginal man” with split allegiances and frustrations in both directions which is especially applied to the mulatto who passes.24
Although like Myrdal, African American critic Sterling Brown emphasizes the “unhappiness” or “wretchedness” of the passing subject, Brown further distinguishes between black- and white-authored treatments of the passing subject during the Harlem Renaissance:
We have seen that the mulatto who “passes” has been a victim of opposing interpretations. Negro novelists urge his unhappiness, until he is summoned back to his people by the spirituals, or their full-throated laughter, or their simple ways. . . . White novelists insist upon the mulatto’s unhappiness for other reasons. To them he is the anguished victim of a divided inheritance. Mathematically they work it out that his intellectual strivings and self-control come from his white blood, and his emotional urgings, indolence and potential savagery come from his Negro blood. Their favorite character, the octoroon, wretched because of the “single drop of midnight in her veins,” desires a white lover above all else, and must therefore go down to a tragic end.25
Both Myrdal and Brown emphasize the psychic alienation and social dislocation inhabited by the literary passing subject who is compelled to maintain a position of “disidentification”26 relative to both the dominant oppressive culture and the dominated oppressed culture. And despite arguments to the contrary, Brown’s distinction between popular black- and white-authored representations of the mixed-race subject would seem to be not entirely without justification, especially as it informs the conventional physical, moral, and intellectual ascriptions attached to race in nineteenth-century American literature.
Notably, the popularity of the passing genre before and after the 1920s is attested not only in African American fiction such as Charles W. Chesnutt’s The House Behind the Cedars (1900) and his recently recovered Paul Marchand, F.M.C. (c. 1920), James Weldon Johnson’s Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man (1912; 1927), Walter White’s Flight (1926), Jessie Fauset’s Plum Bun (1928), George Schuyler’s Black No More (1931), and Nella Larsen’s Passing, but also by Anglo-American fiction such as Rebecca Harding Davis’s Waiting for the Verdict (1867), William Dean Howells’s An Imperative Duty (1892), and Mark Twain’s Pudd’nhead Wilson (1894). Elements of the passing plot also appear in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) and William Faulkner’s Light in August (1932) and Absalom, Absalom! (1936). Later treatments of the passing plot range from Fannie Hurst’s popular Imitation of Life (1933; made into a movie in 1959) to Danzy Senna’s more recent Caucasia(1998) along with Philip Roth’s The Human Stain (2000).
Contemporary critics have not only noted the popularity of the passing plot, especially during the Harlem Renaissance, but have further emphasized the social and political function of the passing narrative. Commenting on the irony of passing as a “major theme of the 1920s when race pride was supposedly at a peak,” feminist critic Barbara Christian argues that this form, in fact, “heightened the white audience’s awareness of the restrictions imposed upon talented blacks who then found it necessary to become white in order to fulfill themselves.” Christian also observes that in the African American version of the passing novel, “the passer is often a woman who believes that through marriage to a wealthy white man, she might gain economic security and more freedom of mobility.” 27 Christian’s particular focus on the role of the “mulatta, ” and the significance of gender, sex, and marriage in a domestic plot en-framed by a larger social narrative of patriarchy, as we shall see, would constitute key elements of feminist analysis by contemporary critics of Nella Larsen’s Passing.
Locating the “passing” novel within his cultural and political narrative of nationalism and assimilation, critic Robert Bone defines the “attack upon passing” by the “Rear Guard” of the Harlem Renaissance as an “affirmation of race loyalty,” and thus a “manifestation of . . . nationalism.” Bone argues that “if the act of passing is an expression of assimilation carried to its logical conclusion, then surely a novel which condemns passing must have nationalist implications.” For Bone, then, the passing novel represents, “in psychological terms, a symbolic rejection of the author’s unconscious desire to be white”—a fictional projection whose repudiation “fortifies . . . racial loyalty against the threat from within.”28
On the other hand, Amritjit Singh maintains that the appearance of so many passing novels during the twenties is “evidence of [the] predominantly middle-class orientation” of the Harlem Renaissance novelists. In support of this class narrative, Singh cites Claude McKay’s claim in Banjo (1929) that “passing white” was a “common [topic] of colored intelligentsia” but had little meaning or relevance for lower-class blacks. Explaining the attraction of the modernist passing novel for Harlem Renaissance writers, Singh observes the double move of this genre: “[A]t one level there is an attempt to delineate a dimension of culture and values which the middle class shared with the white American. At the same time, these novels inform white readers that middle-class blacks have no intention or desire to relinquish the joy and abandon of black life for the dullness of the white bourgeoisie.”29 What Singh identifies here is a contradictory narrative impulse that negotiates between an ideology of universalism at the level of national culture and an ethos of particularism at the level of lived racial experience.
Not only do Bone and Singh affirm the logic of racial difference implicit in passing, but both emphasize the passing novel’s narrative trajectory as one of return, or “homecoming,” deriving from a sense of the subject’s racial allegiance and/or affinity. What is less clear in their analyses, but more evident in the novels, is that it is precisely the social construction of identity, often due to advantages of class and culture, that allows the passing subject to cross into the “white” world, while a more essentialist notion of identity, based on atavistic “yearnings” or racial fealty, inevitably returns this character to the racial fold. Thus, while the logic of passing would seem, on the one hand, to subvert the logic of racial difference, it seems, on the other, paradoxically, to affirm a racial or cultural essence that has the effect of naturalizing difference. Not unlike other narratives of passing, Larsen’s novel, as we shall see, expresses this tension between social constructionism and the competing narrative of essentialism that has engaged postmodern discourse.
Although the passing novel, as suggested above, enables some writers to emphasize the uniqueness and particularity of black culture, most black writers also represent passing as a strategy that interrogates the color line and the entitlements attached to whiteness as a marker of social status and economic privilege. While Anglo-American writers who treat these issues (e.g., Stowe, Twain, Faulkner) both critique and at times narratively reproduce the racial (and sometimes racist) arrangements and practices inscribed in the legal fiction and social custom of racial classification codified in court decisions such as Plessy vs. Ferguson (1896), African American writers have historically deployed passing and the passing subject as narrative devices by which to critique racist and hierarchal social structures and practices while, at the same time, promoting the value of blackness.
It has by now been amply demonstrated that the modern African American novel as a genre owes a great debt, formally and thematically, to the slave narrative. What is not so frequently acknowledged is that this genre is similarly indebted to the passing narrative, arguably the successor to the slave narrative as the most identifiable black literary form of the early twentieth century. And while never as popular as the slave narrative, the narrative of passing inscribes several of the same themes and motifs as its more illustrious predecessor. The passing narratives contest and constitute part of the critique of race and racial difference that is first formally articulated in the slave narratives. Like the slave narrative, it is a genre that is both political and moral in its appeal to the reader. If the slave narrative functions as a critique of slavery (and to some extent northern racism), the passing narrative functions as a critique of postbellum social structures based on racial segregation, white privilege, and black subordination. And if the slave narrative articulates the fundamental humanity of blacks, the passing novel advances its claim to the civil equality of African Americans. Finally, the passing narrative, like the slave narrative, is a form that both explicitly and implicitly challenges hierarchical and discriminatory social, political, and economic practices.
Further, the narrative of slavery and the narrative of passing replicate certain formal and structural patterns: Structured by border crossings—social, personal, and sometimes literal—both can be classified as “border” narratives. If the slave narrator crosses the geographical border from South to North, the passing narrator transgresses the racial boundary from “black” to “white.” If the slave crosses the Mason-Dixon line, the passer crosses the color line, the one in an attempt to secure physical freedom, the other to secure social freedom. More frequently, however, the passing protagonist reverses the slave’s journey of geographical “leavetaking” to one of racial “homecoming”—psychically if not always physically.
Historically, the slave narrative and the passing narrative have appealed to both black and white writers, but these forms have also attracted both black and white readers. If it is true, as some critics maintain, that the slave narrative “educate[d] white America about its ‘exotic’ and unknown ‘other,’ ” the passing narrative not only educated whites ethnographically about black life, it has constructed and critiqued “whiteness” for both its black and white readers.30 While its exoticism offered whites a lens into an aspect of black life rarely witnessed by outsiders, its social critique locates the passing narrative within the tradition of protest and exposé that characterizes much of nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century black literary discourse.
Moreover, just as the slave narrative emerged as a countergenre to the southern “plantation tradition,” so the narrative of passing arose in dialectical response to a body of postbellum literature seeking to reinscribe the color line in the popular literature of the period. Southern novelists like Thomas Dixon, Robert Lee Durham, and Thomas Nelson Page typically portrayed blacks, especially mulattoes, as “dangerous” and “threatening” to civilization and the southern way of life.31 The passing narrative, on the other hand, often reveals the violence, brutality, and inhumanity of whites toward blacks, as well as the pathos of the mulatto’s plight.
The passing narrative, like the slave narrative, emerges from a precise historical period and, as such, compels both readers and critics alike to take into account the social and cultural history that is formally inscribed in the genre. The motivation and investment in passing was a direct consequence of slavery and its aftermath, which legally defined race as an instrument to insure the social privilege and material property attached to “whiteness.” As David Roediger demonstrates, to be white in the early and mid-nineteenth century meant to be “not black,” and to be “not black” meant, as Ruth Frankenberg explains, to be “not slave.”32 (Thus, the idea of the “white slave” in the United States, as critic Werner Sollors notes, constituted a “cultural oxymoron.”33) And finally, the mergence of race with social and legal status, as critical race theorist Cheryl Harris explains, marked the distinction between “who was subject to enslavement” and “who was free.” Whiteness thus became a “valuable” and “valued” property, the “quintessential property for personhood,” and “inherent in the concept of ‘being white’ was the right to own or hold whiteness to the exclusion and subordination of Blacks.”34 Thus, according to Harris, the social construction of race turns on the “ideological and rhetorical move from ‘slave’ to ‘free’ [and] ‘Black’ and ‘white’ as polar constructs—moves, I might add, to which the slave narrative and passing narrative implicitly respond.” 35 Since stories of “passing” are, however, also stories of racial intermixing, these narratives threaten the ideology of (white) racial purity and privilege. In fact, it is the offspring of racial fusion, as Eva Saks notes, that “produced the phenomenon of ‘passing’ . . . for white” that is inscribed in the passing narrative.” 36
Fundamentally transgressive in ideology, the passing narratives not only explore the social, psychological, and economic motivations for passing, they also perform acts of literary trespass in exposing the cultural and legal fiction of race. Plessy vs. Ferguson, whose consequences can be ignored neither in the social institution of passing nor in the narrativization of that experience in the novel of passing, not only legally codified the color line, relegating blacks for the next half century to a status of “separate but equal,” it also secured the “one drop” rule by which “blackness” was defined. In fact, it was this conception that race was biologically determined, and expressed through what Saks calls “the metaphor of blood,” that not only instituted segregation in the form of Jim Crow laws, it also essentialized the notion of race in American jurisprudence. And it was this notion that the infusion of “one drop” of “black blood” was racially determinative that rendered what Joel Williamson describes as “invisible blackness.”37 In literature, it is the function of the passing subject, through whose veins supposedly flow the “contamination” of “black blood,” to expose the fiction of race and racial classification as well as to represent the desire of all African Americans for full access to the rights and privileges of citizenship. As a form, then, the passing novel destabilizes social and personal identities, creating a fluidity and mobility that transgresses the boundaries of race inscribed by law and custom, and, at the same time, this genre denounces a social system based on racial hierarchy and exclusion.
Under the guise of genteel bourgeois domestic fiction, Larsen’s passing plot enables the writer to interrogate notions frequently associated with the social sciences, or what subsequently became known as “scientific racism.” And although Passing did not appear until the end of the third decade of the twentieth century, the novel engages an ongoing historical discourse of race and race difference that continued to inform the emergent “scientific” disciplines of sociology, anthropology, and ethnology, discourses advancing ideas of fundamental racial difference, often couched in notions of social Darwinism and evolutionism designed to provide a rationale for policies aimed at justifying an expanding U.S. imperialism as well as “resolving” what was popularly regarded on the home front as the “race problem.”
Just as modern cultural anthropologists like Franz Boas and Melville Herskovits countered the racialist theories of nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century social science discourse, so Larsen’s passing plot calls into question popular theories contrived to reify notions of race and race difference. Larsen’s ironic appropriations and allusions to the discourses of miscegenation, genetics, heredity, eugenics, and genealogy engage popular Victorian pseudoscientific, legal, and religious theories of race and racial difference. Frequent sardonic allusions in Larsen’s text to “Ham,” “blood,” “fingernails,” and so forth, as well as narrative anxieties around issues of the body, color, and reproduction, reflect Larsen’s interrogation of popular scriptural justifications of slavery as well as theories of scientific racialism popularized by Louis Agassiz, Josiah C. Nott, Sir Francis Galton,38 and their successors, who sought—through arcane mathematical calculation, theories of mono-and polygenesis, phrenology, amalgamation, atavism, and so forth—to discover outward racial signs or markers designed to classify race and essentialize racial differences.
The passing plot itself turns centrally on the notions of personal and racial identity—and whether it is produced by biology and genetics (nature) or environment and training (culture). Like other black women novelists of the Harlem Renaissance, Larsen addresses in her fiction issues of gender, sexuality, and class as they intersect with race to produce the race-marked middle-class female subject. Further, as Cheryl Wall, Thadious Davis, Judith Butler, and others have argued, Larsen’s treatment of the passing female subject and her social location draws on the notion of performative identity.39 By rewriting modernist notions of a constative, immutable, unified notion of selfhood with a conception of identity that is fundamentally performative, the narrative of passing interrogates the idea of a transcendent or essentialized identity. Many contemporary theorists reject essentializing notions of identity that have been enlisted historically to justify and rationalize racial, gender, sexual, and national hierarchies whereby women, blacks, gays, and colonials have been subjugated. Nevertheless, in contemporary literary and theoretical discourse, the relation between essentialism and constructionism remains a site of critique and debate. As we shall see, Larsen, in effect, narratively theorizes the current postmodernist debate around essentialism vs. constructionism. And like some other narratives of passing, Larsen’s plot betrays a certain duplicity in that it seems to challenge the idea of innate racial difference while, at the same time, making a case for racial uniqueness.
Critics have interpreted Larsen’s title, and the trope of “passing” itself, in several different registers. For Mary Helen Washington, passing becomes “a metaphor for the risk-taking experience,” as well as “a symbol or metaphor of deliverance,” albeit it “an obscene form of deliverance,” since it requires denial of roots and genealogy. 40 For Cheryl Wall, passing becomes “a metaphor of death and desperation,” referring not only to “the sociological phenomenon of blacks crossing the color line,” but also to “the racial identity and the denial of self required of women who conform to restrictive gender roles.” 41 Deborah McDowell suggests that passing is a metaphor that implies “false, forged, and mistaken” racial, sexual, and narrative identities. 42 As these and other critics suggest, Larsen’s title, functioning as the novel’s central trope, would seem to refer ambiguously to both Irene Redfield and Clare Kendry, both of whom play the passing game—although for the former, the decision to pass is merely “occasional.”
Despite the painstaking and illuminating work of Thadious Davis and Charles Larson, Nella Larsen remains, in many respects, what Mary Helen Washington once described as “mystery woman of the Harlem Renaissance.” 43 The gaps and ambiguities in her biography are similarly reflected in her novel Passing, which remains, in some respects, the “mystery text” of the Harlem Renaissance.
Critical efforts to unmask Larsen’s text have yielded multiple readings, ranging from a focus on race, to psychology, class, gender, (lesbian) sexuality, to an approach based on the intersectionality of many of these categories of analysis. Many critics, including Claudia Tate, Cheryl Wall, Mary Dearborn, Charles Larson, and Deborah McDowell, argue that Larsen deploys a cover story based on race to conceal a deeper, more complex narrative. For Tate, Larsen’s narrative draws its power not “from its surface content [race], but from its vivid imagery, subtle metaphors, and carefully balanced psychological ambiguity.” Viewing passing as “more a device to sustain suspense than merely a compelling social issue,” Tate contends that “racial issues . . . are, at best, peripheral to the story.”44 Cheryl Wall argues that Larsen’s text was subject to popular misreadings, concluding that “[r]eaders were so sure they knew the story Larsen was telling they misread the story she actually told.” Larsen, in effect, deployed the convention of the tragic mulatto, argues Wall, to “mask her . . . subversive concerns . . . about gender questions.”45 Similarly, for Mary Dearborn, race functions only on the symbolic level, since “the problems Larsen’s heroines suffer derive from their identities as women.”46 Each of the foregoing interpretations valorizes Larsen’s text not for its engagement with issues of race and identity, but for its modernist aesthetics on the one hand, and its construction and critique of gender and gender ideology on the other.
Similar to critics before her, Deborah McDowell seeks to reveal a “dangerous subplot” underpinning a safer, more conventional surface story of race. In her influential reading, McDowell interprets Larsen’s novel as a story of lesbian sexuality that “passes” itself off as a story of race: “Though superficially, Irene’s is an account of Clare’s passing for white and related to issues of racial identity and loyalty,” maintains McDowell, “underneath the safety of that surface is the more dangerous story . . . of Irene’s awakening sexual desire for Clare.” 47 Charles Larson, too, maintains that “the racial theme” is not “the most important”; rather “the racial question . . . is the framework for Larsen’s . . . novel, the context she used to develop her major theme of marital instability.”48 In thus overwriting the story of racial passing with a modernist aesthetics of form or an ideological reading of gender, sexuality, and domesticity, contemporary critics seek to revise and expand earlier, more traditional race readings. By relegating the story of race passing to the status of symbol or “cover” story, however, these critical accounts risk eclipsing or segregating race from other important elements of the narrative.
Contrary to many of the writers above, my own analysis will strategically recenter race in order to demonstrate precisely how Larsen’s novel critiques and embraces the notion of race as an essentialist constuction. From a critical perspective, what seems clear, as Jennifer Brody and Ann duCille suggest, is that Larsen’s simultaneous engagement with the interarticulations of race, class, gender, and sexuality ultimately produces a text whose horizon of meaning must inevitably exceed any univocal reading.49
Larsen takes as her subject middle-class black women who, like the author herself, often discover themselves marginalized by their mulatta, or biracial, status. And although most critics now agree that Larsen’s novel reflects Irene Redfield’s rather than Clare Kendry’s story, Clare, like her creator, has remained something of an enigma for the reader. Yet Clare Kendry has little in common with earlier nineteenth-century portraits of the tragic mulatta. And while Clare as mulatta may indeed function as a “narrative device of mediation” (Hazel Carby) or “rhetorical device” (Ann duCille), Larsen refuses her character the sentimental incarnation of the tragic mulatta whose plight necessarily enlists the sympathy of the reader.50 Further, unlike the mulatto characters of earlier abolitionist and black protest fiction, Clare is devoid of race consciousness, expressing neither commitment nor solidarity to race. (Rather, it is Irene who is identified as the “race woman” by virtue of her discourse on “race uplift.”). Although humorously fashioning herself as “deserter,” Clare manifests neither signs of racial self-hatred nor a deep-seated desire to be white. And while it is true that Clare ultimately expresses boredom and disillusionment with her “pale existence,” her story fails to conform to the convention of the tragic mulatta who typically experiences guilt and remorse resulting from racial “desertion” or “abandonment.” As Irene later describes her,
. . . it wasn’t . . . that Clare cared at all about the race or what was to become of it. She didn’t. Or that she had for any of its members great, or even real, affection. . . . Nor could it be said that she had even the slightest artistic or sociological interest in the race that some members of other races displayed. She hadn’t. No, Clare Kendry cared nothing for the race. She only belonged to it.
Thus, unlike the more conventional black portrayal of the tragic mulatta who anguishes over her desertion of the black “race,” Larsen’s Clare, “determined . . . to be a person and not a charity or a problem, or even a daughter of the indiscreet Ham,” decides to cross the color line in order to “get all the things [she] wanted and never had had.” Having gained entry into a white world of wealth and privilege through marriage to an affluent banker, Clare returns only to escape, in the excitement and gaiety she discovers in Harlem, the sterility of a staid white environment. Her “return,” so to speak, seems motivated no less by her “having” nature (“Clare always had a . . . having way with her”) than her previous decision to pass. In short, while implicitly calling into question a system of racial and gender privilege, Larsen’s character would seem to represent what Barbara Christian calls “the not so tragic mulatta” who is neither racial repentant nor racial rebel.
Larsen’s novel refuses to easily surrender its meaning to the questing reader or probing critic. And read as a (post)modernist text, it makes certain demands on the critic and reader, demands that are signaled symbolically in Larsen’s revision of the conventional tragic mulatto as modern passing subject as well as formally in its critical self-reflexivity, narrative ellipses, and dramatic equivocations. The opening of the text, a personal retrospective occurring long after the events rehearsed have transpired, is signified by the opening of a letter. At the outset of Part One (“Encounter”), Irene receives a missive from Clare, a childhood friend whom she has accidently encountered while they were both socially passing in the rooftop tearoom of the fashionable, whites-only Drayton Hotel in Chicago. Here, the reader is introduced to Irene, who muses over a letter addressed in a handwriting she recognizes to be that of her mysterious friend. This “scene of reading,” as it were, establishes a structural equivalence between Irene and the reader on the one hand and Clare’s letter and Larsen’s text on the other.
Unlike Deborah McDowell, who reads the envelope as a “metaphoric vagina,” I am more inclined to agree with Claudia Tate that it functions as a kind of foreshadowing device, an Eliotian “objective correlative” of Clare’s character “daring defiance of unwritten codes of social propriety.” 51 Beyond the letter’s metonymic significance, however, I would suggest that the unopened envelope—while broadly signifying the dangers of writing—functions, paradoxically, as a metaphor of concealment and safe enclosure. Thus the enclosed content of the envelope would figure, on one level, as the textual unconscious— that which is risky, unsafe, or menacing. Irene, as addressee, then, faces the challenge of opening the letter and confronting the potential dangers of the psychic unconscious.
The structural parallels between Irene/the reader and Clare’s letter/Larsen’s text provide an early narrative clue on how to read Larsen’s novel. What the reader/critic subsequently recognizes is that, for Irene, Clare embodies a “performative” text, and more precisely, the performativity of what legal historian Eva Saks elsewhere describes as “the miscegenous body.”52 Clare (whose name means “light”) performs “whiteness” and suppresses “blackness” in the “miscegenous body”—a body in which the “races” (genus) are mixed (miscere ). The contents of Clare’s letters articulate the “black” text concealed within the “white” body, expressing her despair with “this pale life” and her “longing . . . for that other. . . .” At the heart of Larsen’s novel, then, is Irene’s readerly performance juxtaposed to Clare’s textual performance. Clare as text—as performative text—becomes a work of art and artifice (“one got . . . [an] aesthetic pleasure from watching her”), and, as such, an object of desire and knowing for Irene and the spectatorial reader. And it is here, in the realm of desire for knowledge (of Self and Other), rather than in latent lesbian desire, that I would locate Clare’s true seductiveness for Irene—as well as the seductiveness of the text for the reader.53 Like Balzac’s Zambinella, Clare functions as an illusion, an actress, a sign, a performer who epitomizes not only difference, but the unrepresentability of difference when it is coded as the miscegenous body. Clare’s body, figured in the body of the letter, remains an indecipherable text, an illegible sign, an object of knowledge to be “read,” repressed, and, finally, repudiated by Irene. Fundamentally coded as surface and artifice, Clare is produced primarily as “affect.” When, for example, Irene visits Clare at the exclusive Morgan, she discovers herself in a sitting-room, large and high, at whose windows hung startlingly blue draperies which triumphantly dragged attention from the gloomy chocolate-colored furniture. And Clare was wearing a thin floating dress of the same shade of blue, which suited her and the rather difficult room to perfection.
Elsewhere, Clare “[sits] with an air of indifferent assurance, as if arranged for, desired.” In these passages, the combination of posture, costume, set, and props, as it were, contrives to achieve a spectacularly dramatic effect in which Clare gets featured stage center.
The opening scene also alerts the reader to the importance of the materiality of the letter (and perhaps, belles lettres). Significantly, here it is not so much the signified (content) as the materiality of the signifier (form) that Irene “reads.” Yet even when the contents of the letter are revealed, Irene finds herself “puzzling out, as best she could, the carelessly formed words or making instinctive guesses at them.” Thus, the illegibility of the letter simultaneously underscores Clare’s inscrutability, the elusiveness of the text, and Irene’s readerly incompetence. Later, that same inscrutability is written into “the look on Clare’s . . . face,” which Irene finds “unfathomable, utterly beyond any experience or comprehension of hers.” Importantly, the reader’s introduction to both Irene and Clare is framed by the act of reading and being read. And just as Clare becomes the text that Irene must learn to decipher, so Irene, in turn, becomes the text to be deciphered by the reader. What defines this moment, then, is a scene of reading in which the miscegenous text, a stand-in for the miscegenous body, results in “a crisis of representation.”54 At stake in this crisis of representation is the incongruity between the visible sign and the social and legal meaning of the body. While legally defined as black, both Irene and Clare possess “unmarked bodies” in that both lack the visible markers of blackness.
This crisis of representation, moreover, is textually embodied in the form and structure of Passing. Through its narrative gaps and repressions, as well as its open-ended resistance to closure and resolution, Larsen’s novel performs as an early exemplar of black (post)modernist indeterminacy. Thus, in spite of its modernist affinities, Larsen’s narrative would seem to be best understood in terms of a contemporary (post)modernist perspective, both in the performance of its narrative strategies and structure as well as in the philosophical assumptions grounding its notions of personal and textual identity. As we shall see, the narrative retrospective is punctuated by gaps and ambiguities that ultimately function to expose the contingency of knowledge, to interrogate both racial essentialism and constructionism, and to decenter the autonomous and desiring subject.55 The repressions of this “writerly” text leave it to the reader, finally, to “fill in” the gaps and lacunae, thereby reconstituting the miscegenous text/body.56 What is at stake here is the readerly reconstitution of a fragmented and/or suppressed social (and textual) identity.
Since the message of the letter (text) is only partially revealed, its full meaning is, in effect, repressed. Not only do the textual ellipses and narrative gaps represent the textual unconscious, but Irene’s own repressions as central consciousness leave it to the reader to fill in the textual occlusions. Mindful that the challenge in reading the text is prefigured by Irene’s encounter with Clare’s letter, the reader/ critic, like Irene, must attempt to elicit the mystery of its meaning—to uncover the secret of the text (figured in some respects by the secrecy of Clare’s passing). It is indeed only by filling in the gaps of Larsen’s elusive, elliptical, and equivocal novel—a mode of reading that is demanded by the strategies of (post)-modernism—that the critic/reader is potentially able to reconstitute the meaning of the miscegenous text/ body.
Again, the reader must bear in mind that Clare is represented only through Irene, thus allowing Clare only secondary characterization. Metaphorically, Clare’s interiority is a gap within the text; her inner life (including her hidden identity) remains sealed in the envelope, whose contents (like Clare herself) are later destroyed by Irene. And like the envelope, which bears no return address, its sender is associated with no precise place or origins (although she travels and resides in New York, Chicago, and Europe). Clare, as we shall see, functions as a kind of textualized network of surfaces on which Irene reads (writes) her own psychic projection of otherness. Significantly, upon their first encounter, Irene is figured as a reader who “[fills] in the gap of her history,” while Clare—constructed as a surface that lacks depth and interiority—is rendered “silent.” But it is her aversive glance (“she had only to turn away her eyes, to refuse [Clare] recognition”) that restricts Irene’s knowledge of the Otherness that is Clare. For the reader, then, the meaning of Clare’s character remains buried in Irene’s unconscious and the textual unconscious.
Structured by three chapters, “Encounter,” “Re-encounter,” and “Finale,” Larsen’s novel structurally mimes and formally thematizes a theatrical performance. The second “act,” as it were, opens with Irene ruminating over a missive she had received from Clare some two years earlier—“a letter that was, to her taste, a bit too lavish in its wordiness, a shade too unreserved in the manner of its expression.” Not only is Clare further textualized in this passage, but she is associated in Irene’s imagery with an aesthetics of theatricality or performativity (her face is an “ivory mask”) whose affect is excess: “It roused again that old suspicion that Clare was acting, not consciously, perhaps—that is, not too consciously—but, none the less, acting.” Clare’s excess is expressed not only in what is elsewhere described as her “theatrical heroics,” but in her dress, which “deliberate[ly] court[ed] . . . attention”; in her language, characterized by “all those superlatives”; in her smile, which is “a shade too provocative”; and in her appearance, which renders her “just a shade too good-looking.” But if Clare is a duplicitously performative text, associated with excess, Irene is arguably an unreliable narrator, associated with lack: Indeed, it is Irene’s psychic anxiety and repression that is reflected in the narrative’s gaps and anxieties. Put somewhat differently, if Clare signals a kind of psychic exhibitionism, Irene figures a psychic repression manifest both at the level of the body (sexual repression) as well as narrative (textual repression). But although the reader may indeed share Irene’s fear and fascination with the text (Clare) as an aestheticized object of knowledge, Irene’s repressive reading need not be the reader/ critic’s.
Significantly, it is Irene who, at the outset of the novel, fears “being ejected”—or “outed,” as it were—from the racially exclusive Drayton Hotel tearoom.57 What soon becomes evident, however, is that Irene’s true “outing” is a consequence of her re-encounter with Clare Kendry, whose “daring” and “having” ways expose Irene to her own alterity, or “otherness.”
Arguing that Clare, in fact, exists in terms of Irene’s own projections of “otherness” (“the unconscious, the unknowable, the erotic, and the passive”), Cheryl Wall figures Irene and Clare as psychological “doubles.”58 Similarly, for Thadious Davis, Clare embodies “the personal and psychological characteristics that Irene needs to become a complete person.”59 Further, Ann duCille figures Clare as “something more than . . . another doubling or dividing”; for duCille, Clare functions less as Irene’s “alter ego than her alter libido, the buried, long-denied sexual self.”60 Like these readings, my own assumes a relation of complementarity between Irene and Clare, in which the latter functions to disrupt Irene’s sense of identity by exposing her long-repressed self-difference.
In her portrayal of these two women as mirrorlike images, Larsen frequently subverts the opposition claimed by Irene: “Actually they were strangers. Strangers in their ways and means of living. Strangers in their desires and ambitions. Strangers even in their racial consciousness.” Yet Larsen’s character development would suggest that although Irene poses as a proponent of race uplift who professes to be repelled by Clare’s passing, she remains intrigued, and “[wishes] to find out about this hazardous business [passing]. . . .” Upon meeting Clare’s husband, the racist Bellew, Irene “conceal[s] her own origins.” In denying her race, Irene, in effect, “passes,” thus reinforcing her identity with Clare. Further, searching for “some clue to [Clare’s] identity,” Irene feels that “about the woman was some quality, an intangible  something, too vague to define, too remote to seize, but which was, to Irene Redfield, very familiar .” Clare possesses a “quality of feeling that was to [Irene] strange, even  repugnant ” yet somehow “compelling” (italics mine). Later, Irene perceives that Clare has the ability to “put into words that which, not so definitely defined, was so often in her own heart . . .” At other times, Irene remarks that it was “as if she [Irene] had been in the secret of the other’s [Clare’s] thoughts,” and that it was “uncanny, the way Clare could divine what one was thinking.” Such a complex relation of psychic projection and introjection defines a relation of deep intersubjectivity between these characters, one in which Clare functions, on multiple levels, as a kind of doppleganger for Irene. Significantly, Clare addresses Irene as “ ’Rene,” thereby erasing the “I” in “Irene.” In doing so, Clare, in effect, exposes (I)Rene to her long-buried other self, one that threatens to disrupt the placid surface of her safe and orderly life. The clear affinity between these characters is signaled metaphorically at the outset of the novel in the scene of “encounter” at the downtown Chicago hotel when Irene notes that “the woman sitting on the other side of the table [holds] for [her] a fascination, strange and compelling.” In effect, this mirroring of the self (“on the other side of the table”) sets the stage for Irene’s ambivalent negotiation of the difference and identity between herself and a figure toward whom she feels both aversion and attraction.
Irene’s ambivalence invokes the logic of a contemporary psychoanalytic discourse of identification and difference. Essential to Irene’s sense of “permanence, safety, and security” is the repression of her own otherness—the alterity and self-difference that is embodied by Clare. This complex relation of difference and identity—and difference in identity— suggests that, for Larsen, the mulatto/passing subject becomes a trope not only for difference or otherness, but more precisely for self-difference, or the otherness of the self.
Larsen, in effect, externalizes the internal drama of difference and identity that is staged in her first novel, Quicksand. If, in her earlier novel, the protagonist Helga Crane seeks to reduce her multiplicity and self-difference to sameness (which leads to her certain death), in  Passing, the central characters are figured as fractured and self-divided, such that each represents not only the other of the self, but the  otherness of the self. In other words, in her second novel, Larsen fractures and externalizes the equivocal drama of identity that is internalized by the protagonist of her first.
Like Clare’s letter (and Larsen’s novel), “race” proves to be a subtle and elusive text, not easily read. As argued above, the passing plot would seem to fundamentally destabilize the color line; nevertheless, like other Harlem Renaissance black writers, Larsen seems, at times, to support an essentialist view of blackness, thereby affirming Samira Kawash’s proposition that the narrative of passing is “necessarily constructed around the presumption of the existence of fixed and irrevocable racial identities because it is only in relation to such a conception of race that passing is possible in the first place.”61 At the outset of the novel, Irene seems to challenge a biologically constructed notion of race:
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, finger-nails, palms of hands, shapes of ears, teeth, and other equally silly rot.
Yet her dismissal of the physical markers by which some purport to read racial difference seems contradicted by her later conviction that Clare possesses “Negro eyes”: “Ah! Surely! They were Negro eyes! mysterious and concealing. And set in that ivory face under that bright hair, there was about them something exotic.”62 Irene’s husband, Brian, also suggests that there is something peculiar and unique (and therefore essentializing) about race. Reflecting on the phenomenon of racial passing, Brian concludes that “they [passers] always come back. I’ve seen it happen time and time again.” Answering Irene’s query, “But why?,” Brian replies, “If I knew that, I’d know what race is.” It is for this reason that in response to Hugh Wentworth, the white novelist and friend who ponders over “the trick” of how to “pick some of ’em [the passers],” Irene explains that “[n]obody can [detect who is passing]. Not by looking.” Her explanation here is significant because it suggests that racial difference lies neither in physical “appearance,” nor from anything “[done] or said,” but rather in “ways [that are not] definite or tangible.” Clearly, for Irene, “race” or “racial difference,” while discernible by the freemasonry of the race, is something that is neither palpable nor definable. If Larsen’s passing plot, then, destabilizes the notion of race, her characters essentialize race, and if Clare demonstrates the construction of race through racial performativity, Irene would seem first biologically and later metaphysically to essentialize race by abstracting notions of race and race difference from history and culture.
As suggested above, the passing novel also enables the reader to examine the construction of whiteness from a racial location. If it is true, as Ruth Frankenberg argues, that one of the prerogatives of whiteness is to make “itself invisible precisely by asserting its normalcy, its transparency,” then it is the African American passing novel that “marks” and “names” whiteness and white privilege.63 These stories of passing implicitly pose the question asked by turn-of-the-century novelist Charles Chesnutt, “What Is a White Man?”—or, in white novelist George Washington Cable’s subsequent elaboration, “What is a white woman?” 64 In de-scribing the markers of whiteness as appropriated by the passing subject as racial Other, novelists such as Larsen in-scribe whiteness as a system or configuration of signs to be manipulated in the assertion and performance of whiteness.
Clearly, for the author, whiteness is attached not only to social privilege but to a materialist ethic: John Bellew, Clare’s white husband, “turn[s] up from South America with untold gold.” Thus, not only is the flagrantly racist Bellew attached to lucre, but suggestively to the imperialistic exploitation of a land and its natural resources in the pursuit of money and wealth. And furthermore, although curiously associated with “latent physical power,” Bellew is constructed as something of a male hysteric, manifested in his blatant and unrestrained racist vituperation, as well as in his enervated and effeminate demeanor (he possesses “a soft mouth, somewhat womanish, set in an unhealthy-looking dough-colored face”). Bellew’s effeminacy and hysteria must also be read in terms of the racist, albeit affectionate, epithet that Bellew confers on his wife, Clare, who is, unbeknownst to her husband, of African American descent. Humorously, Bellew explains why he calls his wife “Nig”: “When we were first married, she [Clare] was as white as . . . a lily. But I declare she’s gettin’ darker and 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.” In response to Clare’s question, “My goodness, Jack! What difference would it make if, after all these years, you were to find out that I was one or two percent colored?,” he answers, “Oh, no, Nig . . . nothing like that with me. I know you’re no nigger, so it’s all right. You can get as black as you please as far as I’m concerned, since I know you’re no nigger. I draw the line at that. No niggers in my family. Never have been and never will be” (italics mine). In order to secure his own white masculinity, potentially destabilized by his desire for the “exotic other” figured by Clare, Bellew must draw the (color) line while, at the same time, fetishizing the object of his fear and desire—the “blackness” of “Nig’s” body.65
Buried in Larsen’s text is an obscure but significant reference to the Rhinelander case, a controversial and highly publicized court trial that can be classified as a part of American miscegenation jurisprudence. While Irene’s seemingly offhand reference concerning the Rhinelander case dramatizes the potential legal consequences of Clare’s “transgression,” it also demonstrates the power of legal discourse to define, construct, and even to criminalize the miscegenous body. Further, it is a case that emphasizes the discrepancy between the visible markers and the legal definition of race that leads to a “crisis of representation” in the social construction of the miscegenous body. Linking Bellew’s comments to Irene’s reference to the notorious Rhinelander case highlights the function of the “line” that Bellew “draws” and its demarcation in the courts by means of miscegenation laws designed to protect white property rights as well as the rights of whiteness. Unknowingly, however, Bellew has formed a conjugal alliance that consequently reproduces the miscegenous body within his own family, an action that unwittingly gives the lie to his own claims of racial purity.
Thus, it is the “dangerous mixing” of “white blood” and “black blood” that constitutes a threat not only to white property inheritance, but to the “purity of the white body politic.” The passing body, in particular, is a site of danger since, by betraying no racialized markers, it renders blackness invisible. Not only does Bellew’s racist invective express the fears and anxieties of white masculinity around issues of race, race difference, and miscegenation, but Irene’s reference to the Rhinelander case calls attention to collective white race anxieties and fears as reflected in American jurisprudence. Basically this case represents for white society an expression of the anxiety over race-mixing, both in its potential to change distribution of property (which is precisely what happened in the Rhinelander case),66 as well as in its threat to pollute the putative racial purity of the white family, race, and nation.
The issues of race and nation are also raised, albeit somewhat obliquely, in the affinity between Brian and Clare. Irene apparently (mis)reads the relationship between her husband and her friend as one of betrayal and infidelity, and characteristically, the text refuses to affirm or undermine Irene’s perceptions, leaving it to the reader/critic to reach his or her own conclusions. However, I would propose a reading that would both affirm and challenge Irene’s suspicions. Like Clare, Brian is a figure animated by a desire for a life outside the racist proscriptions of American society. His brooding discontent and innate dissatisfaction stem from his “dislike and disgust for his profession and his country.” And curiously, like John Bellew, Brian is attracted to South America. Irene has “[made] . . . strenuous efforts to repress . . . that old, queer, unhappy restlessness . . . that craving for some place strange and different . . .” that often leads to Brian’s moodiness. Arguably, what Irene suspects to be a sexual attraction between Clare and Brian reflects an affinity of desire for social and personal freedom from the confines of race in the United States. Brian’s response to American racial arrangements, like Clare’s, constitutes an option (escape) that, like passing, is available only to individuals. What identifies these characters symbolically, then, is that both seek to cross the line, Brian geographically and Clare racially. Brian’s desire to cross geographical borders (“rush off to that remote place of his heart’s desire”) functions, in effect, as the symbolic equivalent of Clare’s desire to cross racial boundaries in pursuit of wealth and status. The symbolic equivalence between expatriation and passing suggests here what Samira Kawash calls “geographies of the color line,” that is to say, the metaphorical relation between race and geography in which, as David Goldberg explains, “spatial distinctions . . . are racialized [and] racial categories [are] spatialized.” 67 In addition, Larsen’s symbolic equivalence of race and geography fractures the choices that James Weldon Johnson’s narrator collapses in his rationale for passing in The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man: “I argued to forsake one’s race to better one’s condition was no less worthy an action than to forsake one’s country for the same purpose.” 68 Thus, Larsen’s intertextual response to Johnson figures both Clare and potentially Brian (like the ex-colored man) as “racial expatriates” who transgress the geography of the color line. In fact, Irene’s description of passing—“the breaking away from all that was familiar and friendly to take one’s chance in another environment”—implicates race and place in a definition that could serve equally well for “expatriation.” But, of course, as a racially marked body, Brian “couldn’t exactly pass.” (Unlike Clare, however, whose blackness is invisible, Brian’s complexion is “of an exquisitely fine texture and deep copper color.”)
If Brian and Clare each repudiates boundaries of race and nationality, Irene, on the other hand, seeks to repress Brian’s expatriate impulse and to deny Clare’s passing preference. For Irene, expatriation, like passing, represents “a dangerous business,” that is to say, a threat to her own desires for “safety,” “security,” and “permanence” in her own life. Not only does Irene avow her ties to race, but also her ties to nation: “. . . she would not go to Brazil. She belonged in this land of rising towers. She was an American. She grew from this soil, and she would not be uprooted.” Here Larsen affirms for her protagonist a complex sense of self-definition predicated not only upon racial identity, but an affirmation of national identity and identification.
Although Larsen revises the conventional treatment of the tragic mulatta, the death of Clare in the “Finale” would seem to replicate the formulaic conclusion of the nineteenth-century passing narrative. Typically, the earlier novel of passing ended with the death of the passer who is caught, unhappily, betwixt and between the black and white worlds. Insofar as Clare has no place in the social order and, therefore, must exit the text, Larsen would seem to conform to conventions of the tragic mulatta. In the more traditional treatment of the passing novel, the existing racial order is restored and the essentialist assumptions underpinning that order are affirmed. Clare’s successful performance of whiteness, however, effectively disrupts the social order and reduces essentialism to a virtual absurdity. Nevertheless, Clare’s performance comes at a high price indeed— her death.
Most critics and readers agree that the reasons for Clare’s death remain inconclusive. Either she falls, jumps, or is pushed from a sixth-story window, thus rendering her death either an accident, suicide, or homicide. And there is, as Claudia Tate warns, “no tangible proof to support one interpretation over another.”69 Nonetheless, the inevitability of Clare’s death is signaled throughout the text by images that foreshadow Clare’s fate: the “offending letter,” which Irene “[tears] into tiny ragged squares” and scatters over the train’s railing, and, later, Irene’s “boiling rage” resulting in a “slight crash” and a “shattered cup,” leaving “dark stains [which] dotted the bright rug.” Indeed, her death is unwittingly anticipated by Brian as he, Clare, and Irene climb up to the sixth-story apartment of the Freelands to attend a Christmas party; Brian jokingly tells Clare, “Mind . . . you don’t fall by the wayside . . .” Moments later, Clare’s death is again prefigured by Irene who, opening the “long casement-windows of which the Freelands were so proud,” then “finished her cigarette and threw it out, watching the tiny spark drop slowly down to the white ground below.”
In the conclusion of the novel, Irene hears “a strange man” attributing the event to “death by misadventure,” and while it seems likely that Clare’s death, on the surface of it, could be the consequence of an accident or mishap, it is equally true that both Bellew and Irene must be regarded as co-implicated in her demise. Earlier Irene desperately desires Clare’s death, becoming “faint and sick” while trying vainly to “drive away” the thought that “[i]f Clare should die,” she could rid herself of the “menace” to permanence that Clare represents for her. And arguably, it is Irene’s aphasia, or “[failure] to speak,” about her inadvertent encounter with Bellew that leads ultimately to Clare’s death. On the verge of telling Clare about the meeting with Bellew, Irene fears that “Clare wouldn’t avert the results of the encounter [exposure of her racial identity],” and represses “the flood of speech on her lips.” In some respects, then, Clare’s death can surely be construed as the indirect consequence of Irene’s “keeping back information.” However, if Irene’s aphasia leads indirectly to Clare’s discovery, it is Bellew’s verbal accusation—“So you’re a nigger, a damned dirty nigger!”—that, as we have seen, redraws the color line. In so doing, Bellew verbally “pushes” Clare across that line—over which she stumbles. Bellew’s speech is, in its affect, performative: The moment of its utterance coincides with the moment of Clare’s fatal fall to her death, symbolically through the blackness of night into the whiteness of the snow below.
Yet however one reads Clare’s death, the reader must inevitably return to Irene who, through an act of memory (“Such were Irene Redfield’s memories”), produces a narrative that is fundamentally, albeit fragmentarily, reconstituted through the various scenes of reading that structure her narrative. At the novel’s conclusion, Irene is rendered incapable of reliably reading or remedying her own situation; her story achieves neither resolution nor closure. Rather than invoke her narrative as a modernist stay against chaos, Irene sinks into virtual unconsciousness:
[Irene’s] 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. . . . Then everything was dark. [Italics mine.]
Significantly, Irene’s subsequent memory lapse replicates the textual equivocations and ellipses that are typical of (post)modernist narrative:
What happened next, Irene Redfield never afterwards allowed herself to remember. Never clearly. . . .
What would the others think? That Clare had fallen? That she had deliberately leaned backward? Certainly one or the other. Not— . . .
She stammered: “Is she—is she—?” . . .
. . . She just fell, before anybody could stop her. I—
In an attempt to maintain the modernist ideals of order and harmony in her world, Irene has attempted to discipline and regulate her life, as well as that of her husband and sons, for “Irene didn’t like change, particularly changes that affected her smooth routine of her household.” Just as Irene represses her husband’s desire for Brazil, so she represses, much to Brian’s dismay and protest, the discussion of certain subjects in her household in an attempt to protect her sons from the knowledge of ideas such as “sex” and the “race problem.” Thus Irene attempts to repress not only self-knowledge, but the knowledge of others that she construes to be threatening or dangerous (and significantly that “knowledge” is “racial” and “sexual” knowledge). Yet Irene cannot escape “that fear which crouched, always deep down within her, stealing away that sense of security, the feeling of permanence, from the life which she so admirably arranged for them all, and desired so ardently to remain as it was.” But as Irene’s final physical collapse suggests, it is she herself who embodies internally the disorder and instability that seem to menace the surface order and organization of her world. In a moment of epiphany, Irene recognizes that although “life went on precisely as before . . . she . . . had changed.” It is “knowing” that “had changed her”: Invoking the image of the Platonic cave, Irene reflects, “It was as if in a house long dim, a match had been struck, showing ghastly shapes where had been only blurred shadows.” Irene’s illuminations, however, are submerged in the conclusion by a memory lapse and a final fall into unconsciousness. Irene must “black out” her epiphany, as well as its catalyst and agent, Clare.
Metaphorically, then, it is the opening of the envelope, the door into a repressed or buried consciousness, that exposes Irene to the repressed knowledge of self-difference and that results ironically in tragedy for Clare. For, finally, the death of Clare represents Irene’s successful repression of self-difference. Symbolically, Irene’s “hand on Clare’s arm” links them corporeally in that final equivocal moment. If Clare indeed represents aspects of the self that Irene seeks to deny, then Clare’s death—whether accident, homicide, or suicide—represents the death of Irene’s “otherness.” In other words, the “other” in Irene effectively commits suicide. Put differently, Clare’s physical death functions as the equivalent of Irene’s psychic suicide.
Although the cause of Clare’s death remains indeterminate, what is of greater importance is the fact  of her death, and its necessity at the level of modernist narrative. Clare’s transgressive performance of whiteness is “punished,” as it were, by the elaborate essentialist conceptions of her husand and Irene. Narratively, Irene’s nationalist essentialism combines with Bellew’s racialist essentialism to, in effect, reinforce the color line by “killing off ” Clare. As author, Larsen’s dilemma is that she has created a character who, through the successful performance of whiteness, demonstrates the falsity of black nationalist essentialism on the one hand and white racial essentialism on the other. However, Larsen’s successful refutation is not without a cost for both author and character, a cost prefigured in terms of a kind of discourse of the debt that threads through the novel. Importantly, at the outset of the novel, Clare informs her friend, “In fact, all things considered, I think, ’Rene, that [passing is] even worth the price.” Later, quoting her father, Clare expresses a similar sentiment: “As my inestimable dad used to say, ‘Everything must be paid for,’ ” a phrase later eerily repeated by Irene.
The author, in other words, incurs a debt that her character must “pay” with the sacrifice of her life. (Surely it is ironically significant that Clare’s death, which occurs on Christmas, is meant to suggest something of a sacrifice to the dominant notions of essentialized racial identity.) Clare has, in effect, lived  out the complex identity that Larsen’s narrative has theorized. At the level of character and narrative, the essentialist divide is finally revealed to be illusory. And Clare’s exposure, in full view of Irene and Bellew, ensures her own disappearance in a world of modernity saturated by an essentialist conception of race. Clearly, at this point Clare is left with no place to occupy in the racially essentialized world of modernity: Irene will not allow her to assume an identity in the black world; Bellew will not allow her to assume an identity in the white world. Yet Clare goes on to claim a postmodernist identity that is predicated on self-difference and an identity that challenges Irene’s modernist self-sameness. Clare performs, and lives out, an identity that is foreign to Irene’s modernist conception of integral identity. In fact, Clare’s complexly reconstructed identity is fundamentally inconsistent and incompatible with the essentializing assumptions of her culture. Larsen has created a character, a mulatta, who affirms a complex, contingent, and multiplicitous postmodernist notion of identity in a modernist world that would nullify her very existence. Her continued existence would menace both Bellew’s and Irene’s world, so she must cease to exist.
Clare’s successful passing from one “essence” (“blackness”) to another diametrically opposed “essence” (“whiteness”) demonstrates, finally, that these so-called essences are not biological but socially constructed. Larsen’s artistic achievement lies in the narrative performance of her refutation of essentialism. She does not challenge the presuppositions of essentialism either morally, philosophically, or scientifically; rather through the performativity of her narrative, she presents a reductio ad absurdum refutation of the essentialist position. As author, Larsen imagines a position that her narrative demonstrates to entail an absurdity. In other words, the presumption of essentialism would make it impossible for one to switch “essences.” It is precisely the successful performance of passing that would render such a presumption absurd.
Just as Irene, in the final scene, sinks into unconsciousness and later, a memory gap, Clare falls into a kind of metaphysical gap. Clare’s fall into a metaphysical hole has its counterpart in both the textual “holes” as well as the “holes” in Irene’s memory. Such a conclusion can only confirm that there exists no place in the realm of essentialist being for Clare’s continued existence; she possesses no ontological claim in the world of essentialized modernity.
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