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Intimacy and Laughter in Nella Larsen’s 
Passing

Diego A. Millan

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

 – Elizabeth Alexander, The Black Interior

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

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

– Kevin Quashie, The Sovereignty of Quiet

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Perhaps,” Irene began, “you—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 Offset as its own three-word paragraph, the words “she gave in” 
signal one of the moments in which Irene surrenders, though pre-
cisely to what remains unstated. The commonsense interpretation is 
that Irene paternalistically gives in to Clare’s persistence, much in the 
way a parent would give in to the requests of a child. Passing’s charac-
teristically ambiguous and elusive syntax invites further consideration 
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beyond the immediate colloquial understanding of acquiescence.22 
The phrase “she gave in” does not offer an object to orient Irene’s 
action. That she gives in to Clare’s wishes is, of course, implied, but 
the absence of a prepositional “to” means “in” does not so readily func-
tion as an adverb, leaving the moment of Irene’s surrender innocently 
inconclusive within an exchange that has already disrupted notions of 
objectification. Another possible interpretation is that Irene not only 
gives in to Clare’s persistence, but also, insofar as Clare’s striving re-
sembles Irene’s own, Irene surrenders to her own desires as well. These 
desires exceed their consolidation in the figure of Clare, and Irene can 
be said to both give in to and into her own wishes.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

15. Amelia Defalco’s reading of Quicksand, for instance, notes how this con-
text constitutes the scene of Helga Crane’s frustrations: “Much of Helga’s psy-
chological torment and restlessness can be understood as repercussions of a 
history of primitivist assumptions operating in medical, artistic, and popular 
discourse that work to turn the black female body into a fetish, a grotesque 
convergence of pathology and hyperbolic, animalistic sexuality” (20).
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16. Notably, the plural “ringing bells” only appears twice in the text, and both 
instances imply Irene’s sense that Clare’s laughter is saying more than it lets 
on. The first instance follows Clare’s story of being raised by white aunts who 
forced her to pass and identify as white: “She laughed and the ringing bells 
in her laugh had a hard metallic sound” (189). The second reference follows 
Clare’s fatal fall from a window and rounds out Irene’s final description of 
Clare: “Gone! The soft white face, the bright hair, the disturbing scarlet mouth, 
the dreaming eyes, the caressing smile, the whole torturing loveliness that had 
been Clare Kendry. That beauty that had torn at Irene’s placid life. Gone! The 
mocking daring, the gallantry of her pose, the ringing bells of her laughter” 
(272).

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

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

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

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

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

22. Rafael Walker raises a similar consideration of Larsen’s syntactical flexibil-
ity in his discussion of Larsen’s use of “free” versus “free of” (181).
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