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Passing by Nella Larsen's novel Passing offers a compelling exploration of complex racial identities,

societal expectations, and personal choices. Among the many themes woven into Chapter 3 Part 2,

one particularly notable aspect is Clare Kendry's behavior and whether it can be considered risky. This

chapter delves into Clare’s interactions, decisions, and the underlying motivations that influence her

actions, prompting readers to question: is Clare engaging in risky behavior, or is she merely navigating

her environment with calculated caution? In this article, we will analyze Clare's actions in Chapter 3

Part 2, examining her behavior through various lenses to determine the level of risk involved and what

it reveals about her character.

Understanding Clare Kendry’s Background and Motivations

The Complexity of Clare’s Racial Identity

Clare Kendry’s character is defined by her ambiguous racial identity. Born to a Black mother and a

white father, she chooses to pass as white, a decision driven by societal pressures and personal

aspirations. Her desire to pass offers her access to the privileges of whiteness but also exposes her to

significant risks, especially when her true identity is threatened or revealed.

Her Desire for Social Mobility and Freedom

Clare’s behavior in Chapter 3 Part 2 is influenced by her ongoing pursuit of social mobility and

personal freedom. She seeks to maintain her life of comfort and privilege, which often requires



navigating dangerous social terrains that could jeopardize her status if exposed.

Clare’s Behavior in Chapter 3 Part 2: Risk Assessment

Interactions with Irene and Other Characters

Clare’s interactions in this chapter reveal her willingness to engage in behaviors that could be

considered risky in several ways:

Maintaining Close Contact with Irene: Clare’s frequent meetings with Irene Redfield, her

childhood friend, serve as both a source of comfort and potential danger. Their relationship is

complex, as Irene begins to suspect Clare’s true racial identity, which could have serious

repercussions if exposed.

Sharing Personal Information: Clare’s openness about her life and her desire to reconnect with

her roots may be seen as risky, especially considering her passing status. Revealing too much

could threaten her carefully maintained facade.

Engaging in Social Settings: Clare’s presence in predominantly white social environments, such

as parties or gatherings, involves navigating spaces where her racial identity is a liability if

discovered.

Clare’s Decisions and Their Potential Consequences

Analyzing Clare’s choices in this chapter sheds light on her risk management strategies:



Attending the Gathering: Clare’s decision to attend social events with Irene and others indicates1.

a willingness to take social risks, balancing her desire for connection against the danger of being

recognized or questioned.

Expressing Desires and Emotions: Clare’s candidness about her feelings, especially her longing2.

for her past life and her fears, exposes her vulnerability. Such openness could be exploited by

others or lead to unintended revelations.

Exposing Her True Identity to Irene: While Clare maintains a façade of passing, her interactions3.

with Irene sometimes hint at her inner turmoil and potential for risky disclosures.

The Psychological and Emotional Risks in Clare’s Behavior

Living a Dual Identity

Clare’s decision to pass as white is inherently risky because it involves constant vigilance and the

suppression of her true self. The psychological toll of living a double life can lead to anxiety, paranoia,

and emotional instability, which may manifest in her behaviors in Chapter 3 Part 2.

Fear of Exposure

A central risk for Clare is the possibility of her racial identity being uncovered. The more she interacts

with Irene and others, the higher the chance that her secret could be revealed, resulting in social

ostracism, legal repercussions, or even physical danger.



Risk of Emotional Vulnerability

Clare’s emotional openness, especially regarding her past and her feelings of longing, opens her up to

vulnerability. This emotional risk could lead to her making decisions that are driven by her feelings

rather than rational self-preservation.

Societal Risks and the Broader Context

The Dangers of Passing in a Racist Society

In the context of 1920s America, passing was not just a personal choice but a dangerous act that

carried societal risks. Clare’s behavior, especially her participation in white social circles, exemplifies

the precariousness of passing:

Legal Risks: Laws against miscegenation and racial passing could lead to legal penalties if her

true identity were discovered.

Social Risks: Exposure could result in social exile, loss of reputation, and familial disgrace.

Physical Risks: In extreme cases, racial violence could threaten her safety.

Maintaining Caution and Self-Preservation

Clare’s behavior in Chapter 3 Part 2 reflects a delicate balancing act—she seeks connection and

fulfillment but remains cautious to avoid the risks that come with revealing her true self. Her actions

demonstrate a conscious effort to minimize danger while pursuing her desires.



Is Clare’s Behavior Reckless or Strategic?

Assessing the Balance Between Risk and Caution

Clare’s actions can be viewed through two lenses:

Reckless: Her willingness to engage deeply with Irene and participate in social events without

fully considering the potential consequences could be seen as reckless, especially given her

tenuous racial position.

Strategic: Alternatively, her behaviors may be carefully calculated, aimed at maintaining her

current lifestyle and avoiding exposure, indicating a strategic approach to risk management.

The Role of Personal Desperation and Desire

Clare’s underlying motivations—her longing for connection, her desire to reclaim her past life, and her

fear of losing her privileges—drive her to take risks. Her emotional vulnerabilities sometimes blur the

line between cautious strategy and impulsive recklessness.

Conclusion: The Complexity of Clare’s Risk Behavior

Clare Kendry’s behavior in Chapter 3 Part 2 of Passing embodies a complex interplay of risk and

caution. While she consciously takes steps that could jeopardize her clandestine identity, her actions

are also driven by deep-seated desires and fears. Her decisions reflect a nuanced understanding of

her environment, yet they also expose her to significant dangers inherent in her racial and social

position.



Ultimately, Clare’s behavior cannot be classified simply as risky or cautious—it is a calculated

navigation through a perilous social landscape. Her actions reveal the profound tension between

personal aspiration and societal danger, making her one of the most compelling and tragic figures in

Larsen’s novel. Understanding her behavior in this chapter offers insight into the broader themes of

identity, survival, and the human cost of passing, emphasizing the precariousness of living a double

life in a racially divided society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What specific behaviors does Clare exhibit in Chapter 3 Part 2 that

suggest she is acting riskily?

In Chapter 3 Part 2, Clare exhibits risky behaviors by deliberately crossing racial boundaries, such as

passing as white in situations where her true racial identity is known, which could lead to significant

personal and social consequences if discovered.

How does Clare's risky behavior in this chapter reflect her internal

conflicts about her identity?

Clare's risky actions highlight her struggle with her racial identity and her desire to escape the

limitations imposed by her social status, even if it means risking her safety and reputation by passing

as white.

Does Clare's behavior in this section indicate a pattern of risky

decision-making?

Yes, Clare's behavior shows a pattern of taking risks by engaging in passing and other actions that

threaten her security, driven by her longing for acceptance and a better life.



What are the potential dangers Clare faces due to her risky behavior

in Chapter 3 Part 2?

The potential dangers include social ostracism, loss of her safety and anonymity, or severe

consequences if her true racial identity is uncovered, which could lead to personal, legal, or social

repercussions.

How do other characters in the book react to Clare's risky behavior in

this chapter?

While some characters remain unaware of Clare's risky actions, others, like Irene, begin to sense her

discomfort and the dangerous nature of her choices, which adds tension to their interactions.

What does Clare’s willingness to engage in risky behavior reveal about

her motivations?

It reveals her deep desire to belong and to escape her limited social circumstances, even if it means

risking her safety and identity to achieve a sense of freedom or higher social standing.

How does the theme of risk in Clare's behavior connect to the broader

themes of the novel?

Clare's risky behavior underscores themes of racial identity, societal expectations, and the personal

sacrifices involved in passing, highlighting the precariousness of racial boundaries and the personal

costs of crossing them.

In what ways does this chapter foreshadow future conflicts related to

Clare's risky behavior?

It foreshadows potential exposure or betrayal that could threaten Clare’s safety and her relationships,

hinting at the eventual consequences of her risky decisions and the complex moral dilemmas she



faces.

Additional Resources

Passing Chapter 3 Part 2: Analyzing Clare’s Behavior—Risky or Reasoned?

---

Introduction

In the literary landscape of Nella Larsen’s Passing, Chapter 3, Part 2, offers a compelling glimpse into

Clare Kendry’s complex personality and the nuanced decisions she makes throughout the narrative.

As a character navigating the treacherous waters of racial identity, social expectations, and personal

desire, Clare’s behavior raises questions about her level of risk-taking and whether her actions are

driven by calculated choices or impulsive tendencies. This analysis aims to dissect Clare’s conduct in

this pivotal section, exploring whether her behavior can be classified as risky and the underlying

motivations that influence her decisions.

---

The Context of Clare’s Actions in Chapter 3, Part 2

Setting the Scene

Chapter 3, Part 2, unfolds amidst a tense atmosphere, where Clare’s interactions with other

characters—particularly Irene Redfield—are laden with subtext and unspoken tension. Clare’s behavior

is influenced not only by her personal ambitions but also by the societal constraints imposed upon her

as a light-skinned African American woman passing as white.

Key Events and Behaviors



- Clare’s social interactions become more daring, as she seeks to reconnect with Irene and navigate

her double life.

- She exhibits moments of flirtation and emotional vulnerability, revealing her desire for acceptance

and affirmation.

- Her decisions regarding her social outings and her interactions with her husband, John Bellew,

demonstrate a willingness to push boundaries.

---

Is Clare’s Behavior Risky? An In-Depth Examination

To assess whether Clare’s behavior in this chapter is risky, it is essential to understand the types of

risks involved and her motivations behind each action.

1. Social Risks

Definition: Engaging in actions that could threaten her social standing or expose her true racial identity.

Analysis:

Clare’s choice to maintain close contact with Irene and her involvement in secret meetings exemplify

social risks. If her true racial identity were to be discovered, it could lead to:

- Social ostracization

- Loss of her comfortable life among white society

- Potential threats to her safety and reputation

Examples:

- Attending clandestine gatherings

- Flirting with Irene in ways that could be misinterpreted



- Concealing her true feelings and intentions from her husband

Assessment: Clare willingly engages in these risky social behaviors, suggesting a conscious

acceptance of potential fallout driven by her desire for connection and independence.

2. Racial Identity Risks

Definition: The danger of being exposed as a Black woman passing as white.

Analysis:

Throughout Chapter 3, Part 2, Clare’s interactions with Irene and others involve subtle cues that could

betray her true race. Her behavior indicates a delicate balancing act:

- She carefully navigates conversations to avoid revealing her background.

- Her flirtations and emotional openness could be perceived as risky if misinterpreted or overheard.

Examples:

- Clare’s flirtation with Irene hints at underlying romantic or emotional longing

- Her nervousness about being caught or recognized

Assessment: The risk here is high, with potential consequences including social rejection or violence,

yet Clare continues to take these risks, perhaps driven by her longing for genuine connection or her

dissatisfaction with her constrained life.

3. Emotional and Psychological Risks

Definition: The internal risks stemming from emotional vulnerability, mental health, and identity conflict.

Analysis:



Clare’s behavior reveals her internal struggles:

- She exhibits signs of emotional vulnerability, risking her composure and self-control.

- Her desire for authenticity conflicts with her need to maintain her facade.

- Her flirtations and secret meetings may be driven by an internal sense of loneliness or dissatisfaction.

Examples:

- Clare’s flirtations with Irene may serve as acts of rebellion or self-affirmation.

- Her nervousness and emotional reactions suggest internal turmoil.

Assessment: These internal risks are significant, as they threaten her mental stability and could lead to

emotional breakdowns if her double life is exposed.

---

The Motivations Behind Clare’s Risky Behavior

Understanding whether Clare’s actions are truly risky requires examining her motivations:

- Desire for Genuine Connection: Clare craves authentic relationships that transcend racial boundaries,

leading her to engage in risky social behaviors.

- Rebellion Against Social Constraints: Her actions may be acts of defiance against societal norms that

restrict her freedom.

- Search for Personal Identity: Clare’s behavior reflects her struggle to reconcile her racial identity with

her desire for independence and self-expression.

- Fear of Isolation: Her risky behaviors may stem from a fear of loneliness and a longing for emotional

intimacy.

---



Are Clare’s Risks Justified or Reckless?

Arguments for Recklessness:

- Engaging in secret meetings and flirtations that could lead to exposure.

- Underestimating the potential consequences of her actions.

- Ignoring the dangers posed by her racial identity, especially given the racial tensions of the era.

Arguments for Justification:

- Her pursuit of authentic connection in a society that suppresses her true self.

- Her awareness of the risks but choosing to prioritize her emotional well-being.

- The limited options available to her, making her actions a form of resistance rather than

recklessness.

---

The Impact of Clare’s Behavior on the Narrative

Clare’s risky behaviors serve as a narrative catalyst, heightening tension and foreshadowing potential

conflicts:

- They underscore her internal struggle and the stakes involved in her passing.

- They create suspense about her possible exposure and the consequences thereof.

- They reveal the complexity of her character—simultaneously daring and vulnerable.

---

Final Thoughts: Risky or Reasoned?

In conclusion, Clare Kendry’s behavior in Chapter 3, Part 2, can be viewed as a mix of calculated risks



and impulsive acts, shaped by her unique circumstances and emotional needs. While some might

perceive her actions as reckless—especially given the potential dangers—they are also deeply rooted in

her desire for authenticity, connection, and self-assertion within a restrictive society.

Key Takeaways:

- Clare’s risky behaviors are driven by a complex interplay of personal longing and societal constraints.

- She knowingly accepts high-stakes risks, indicating a level of intentionality.

- Her actions embody the broader themes of identity, race, and societal rebellion central to Passing.

Ultimately, Clare’s conduct in this chapter exemplifies the perilous balancing act faced by those who

navigate multiple identities in a rigid social structure. Whether viewed as reckless or justified, her

behavior highlights the profound human desire for freedom and acceptance—a core tension that

continues to resonate in the narrative.

---

Note: This in-depth analysis aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of Clare’s behavior in

Passing Chapter 3, Part 2, encouraging readers to consider the multi-layered motivations and

consequences of her risky actions.
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