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For my father






INTRODUCTION

PassingThen, Passing Now

THE IMPETUS FOR THIS BOOK was a stunningly dated melodrama called Imitation of Life that has at its center the story of a gorgeous light-skinned black woman who wreaks havoc by passing for white.

I learned a lot about Imitation researching the life of its white author, Fannie Hurst, because the treatment of racial themes in the 1934 film adaptation of her novel caused a ruckus among black intellectuals. Not that the controversy diminished the work’s appeal in any way. Both the original and its 1959 remake still can jerk a monsoon of tears. I’ve certainly cried my share.

Peola (Sarah Jane in the later version) is a brash and brazen crosser of the great black-white divide. She risks her dignity and her safety to accept work in a whites-only job. With unflinching resolve, she cuts off her adoring, self-sacrificing mother (“Let me pass!!”), and sends the older woman on the fast train to death by heartbreak. In the novel, Peola marries a white man and never tells him that she is not white. To keep her past hidden, she convinces him to move with her to Bolivia. She even has herself sterilized to make sure no dark-hued infant ever exits her womb. It is only in the more sentimentalized Hollywood versions of the story that Peola sees the error of her ways. She returns to New York as  her mother’s funeral cortege begins its procession. Laden with grief and remorse, Peola flings herself flailing and wailing over her mother’s casket.

Despite the different plot twists, the moral in each version of the story is the same. Passing, if not altogether bad, is at least a really bad idea, and society, or life itself, will punish the “passer” for breaking the rules. A “Peola,” a passer, in fiction or in real life, has never been a good thing to be.

We judge the Peolas harshly for the lies and deceits they perpetrate, and for the pain and embarrassment they seem so willing to inflict on those they owe the most. We accuse them of duplicity, of cowardice, of not being themselves, of not fighting the good fight. Yet think of Peola’s seventy-year-old example through twenty-first-century eyes. Here was a woman reared in a white household in the “sublime democracy of childhood,” in an atmosphere of white promise, white hopes, and expectations. She even looked the part. Of life, she asked no more than to hold on to privileges already conferred, privileges sure to be denied in her adult future for reasons that made no sense. And what were these gold-standard “privileges” she so determinedly sought? The chance for nothing more than a job other than housemaid and marriage to someone she loved. Clearly racism, not Peola, was the bad guy in Imitation. If we didn’t quite grasp this the first few times we saw the movie, we know it now.


Passing: When People Can’t Be Who They Are is about the predicament of the modern-day, real-life Peola. It is not about every kind of passing (and I learned that there are myriad kinds), but specifically about people who pass in order to bypass being excluded unjustly in their attempts to achieve ordinary, honorable aims and ambitions. It is about people who pass to be more truly themselves. Sometimes the passers in this book cut through passing’s moral and ethical thickets with relative ease. Sometimes not.

For audiences today, Imitation of Life is little more than a fraying remnant of the time in which Fannie Hurst wrote it. But the story she told, flawed as it may be, has other ways of remaining useful to us. It (and others like it) provides a sturdy milepost for marking the distance our attitudes have traveled over the past seventy years and assaying how far there is yet to go. The stories of the six present-day passers on whom this book centers do the same. Passing may be commonly characterized as a cop-out, with the passer complicit in the system that made it necessary to pass in the first place. But these stories may move you, as they did me, to see an act of passing as more than a marker, to see it as an effective if slow-moving means of hastening social change. At the very least, these stories help the rest of us assess the validity of the stances we bring to consideration of any number of social issues, from relations across the color line, to class and religious separation, to gay acceptance. These stories are not meant to single out any specific institutions; the settings are in many ways incidental. The point is to clarify our attitudes toward the biases these stories detail, wherever they may appear.

Literary scholar Werner Sollors explains that the very act of passing, the crossing of boundaries that people tend to see as fixed, real, or even natural, makes passers “ideal questioners of the status quo.” This is true of the black-for-white passing stories from literature that Sollors examines, and for other passing stories. It is certainly true of the stories in this book.
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SETTLING ON THE MAIN STORIES that appear in the following pages was less difficult than you might imagine. There were dozens of willing contributors. Everyone I knew seemed to know someone who knew someone who had passed for some length of time.  Confessions even came from some of my friends. I ran into scores of passing permutations along with the ways of passing the term most readily brings to mind: black passing for white, as well as Jew passing for gentile, and gay passing for straight. (Black-for-white passing first brought the Americanism passing into use, and, as you will see, passing looks a lot different in our time than it did in the pre-civil rights days of Fannie Hurst.) The prevalence of passing today really shouldn’t have surprised me. As scholars tell us, wherever there is prejudice and preconception, there is passing, and of prejudice and preconception we as yet have no lack.

“We pass for rich,” a friend whose name appears in the Social Register confided with a conspiratorial giggle. A Swiss friend, a Roman Catholic with a German surname, found it advantageous not to correct colleagues in her class at Columbia Business School who presumed that she was Jewish. I interviewed an ethnic Chinese woman who grew up in Japan, where her family changed its last name to make it Japanese. Now, as a U.S. citizen, she switches among her three identities depending on which identification happens to be the most useful at any given moment, and which government happens to be bashing which.

From the media, I learned about real-life passing stories in America and abroad involving imposters and identity thieves, con artists and hucksters; terrorists who pass as quiet next-door neighbors, and at least one suicide bomber, head wrapped in a kaffiyeh, who turned out to be a girl.

The workforce is rife with gays who pass for straight. Burly major league athletes who disclose their homosexuality—so far, always after retirement—always cause a sensation. The world of big-time Wall Street brokers and financiers is not yet a place where gay people find an easy welcome, nor is the world of organized  religion. A devout but tormented Italian Roman Catholic confessed in the Corriere della sera, “My superiors don’t know that I’m gay; my gay friends don’t know I’m a priest.”

The Internet turns out to be a borderless godsend for fabulists and fakers and not-so-harmless hoaxers, hustlers, and predators of every description. There’s a surfeit of people who aggrandize or flat-out invent their educational background and accomplishments for résumés and privileges or for classroom or party chatter, and we’ve all heard about the self-proclaimed military heroes who never even put on a uniform.

There is gender passing, class passing, and age passing. One young, androgynous-appearing friend, five-ten and good-looking, told me that in high school, having openly declared herself a lesbian, she often passed for the new boyfriend when she picked up girls for dates. Another, a milk-skinned redhead brought up small-town Texas poor, suppressed her drawl and passed for well-bred East Coast preppy while on a full-ride scholarship at the University of Rochester. A film script writer confessed that she communicates professionally only by e-mail or telephone to stave off screenwriter suicide—being exposed as over forty. Hollywood calls to mind the passing that plastic and reconstructive surgery make possible. There is even what is erroneously termed “reverse passing,” as in straight for gay or white for black, along with dozens of acts of racial, ethnic, and national claim or camouflage. (“Passing for Asian: Filipino Americans and Filipino American Studies within Asian American Studies” reads the title of an academic conference paper.) And how about the legions of spouses who lead surreptitious double lives while passing for faithful? I spoke at length with one man who has been married for decades but, unbeknown to his wife, has always had homosexual liaisons on the side.

I learned a lot about the nature of passing from all of these encounters, but the six stories I have chosen to feature best illustrate how passing scenarios play out with our more tolerant age for a backdrop. In these cases, both the main subjects and those who make up their circles were most helpful at articulating what compels a person to make such a drastic life choice. From the start, I knew I wanted to avoid anyone with a high public profile. Celebrity ambushes didn’t really interest me, nor did sensational stories from the headlines. The point was to focus on everyday people with everyday lives who would share their stories without the mediation of publicists. The individuals I settled on met all of the criteria. In telling the stories, I have not changed or altered any details, but I have omitted specific references when requested to do so.

These stories are very specific to their settings, but are they representative of passers in other situations and circumstances? Do they represent passing in general? That is my hope, but there is no way to know. The secretive nature of passing makes it impossible to quantify reliably. The only clue to how frequently passing occurs is the unexpected ease with which I was able to identify potential subjects. The only clue to how representative the stories may be is in their common depictions of what it was like to pass, especially given the different circumstances surrounding each case. The result is far from scientific, but the individual accounts are distinct enough for me to venture that taken in the aggregate, cumulatively the stories plus the stories and theories and lay and expert reflections that relate to these experiences provide a reasonably wide account of this kind of passing in our time.

The protagonists of Passing are smart, reflective, educated, extremely likeable men and women who range in age from their mid-twenties to their mid-forties. The age range is significant because it gives the stories their contemporary cast. The length of time  involved in passing varied in each case, but all of the episodes took place within a delineated period of time during the past ten or fifteen years and then ended, which explains why the passers felt free to tell their stories in detail. The group includes a screenwriter originally from Baltimore, a young teacher in the South, a desktop publishing expert who works on Wall Street, a rabbinical student, a navy careerist, and a very well regarded poet with an enduring passion for teenybopper music. In five of the stories, the passers managed to gain acceptance by presenting themselves as other than who they understood themselves to be. The last story takes a few slightly different turns because of the context in which it takes place. I chose it for reasons that will become clearer in the telling.

The following pages will introduce you to a forthright group of people of good heart and decent purpose who pass or have passed for the reasons people always have passed: for opportunity, safety, adventure, or some combination of the three. They passed in many of the modes of passing we most often associate with the term—black for white, white for black, gay for straight, and so on. They have done it by mistake or they have done it by design. They passed to avoid conflict or personal rejection or to fulfill serious professional aspirations. They passed full-time, part-time, or only on occasion, and all of them coped in different ways with the moral and ethical compromises passing so often exacts.
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TO PROCEED, WE NEED A DEFINITION for passing as this book describes it. In the most general way, it is passing when people effectively present themselves as other than who they understand themselves to be. Effectively is key because an ineffectual effort to pass is just that, a failed attempt. Passing means that other people  actually see or experience the identity that the passer is projecting, whether the passer is telegraphing that identity by intention or by chance. The somewhat awkward wording is intentional.  Who they understand themselves to be deliberately sidesteps a more complicated discourse over Who they are (and who or what determines who we are anyway?) or even the less complicated  Who others see them as or even Who they have become. Passing never feels natural. It is a second skin that never adheres.

Passing involves erasing details or certain aspects of a given life in order to move past perceived, suspected, or actual barriers to achieve desired ends. These ends take all forms, ranging in impact from the ephemeral to the profound, from the frivolous to the disastrously consequential. Passing is, as the literary scholar Elaine Ginsberg explains, the act of creating, imposing, adopting, or rejecting a given identity and the way society rewards and penalizes people when they do. It is about not only crossing individual boundaries but also the anxiety this provokes. It is about the visible and the invisible, she writes; the seen and the not seen.

With the props of appearance and talent, passers step out of identities dictated by genes, heritage, training, circumstance, or happenstance. They must possess the face, voice, skin color, body type, style, and/or behavior that defies or confounds easy profiling. Passers stay in character no matter what. When the passing is intentional, the passer also needs stealth and gumption, cunning, agility, and social conceit.

Passers curtain off their origins; part-time passers do not own up to the other significant involvements in their lives. Passing, in that sense, takes guile. Keeping secrets, or at least avoiding certain disclosures, is a given in any passing ruse, which means that passing also requires the complicity, safe distance, or death of those who know the passers in their other context. Though passing often  assumes the denial of background and ancestry, it is not always about that. We see this especially in gay stories, where the inverse is true, where the denial concerns sexual orientation and current lifestyle rather than heritage.

Passing stories allow us to see which aspects of identity seem to be fixed and unchangeable—at least at the present time—and which can shift and gurgle and spill into other identities, those that are not fixed at all. For the individuals involved, projecting as “other” can bring into focus what about themselves they are unable to cast off. For those of us looking in, such stories allow us to gauge where we stand personally and as a society on the wider subject of identity itself.

The phenomenon of passing also sets up an encounter with several larger philosophical questions. Must communities put so many onuses on us? Does authenticity matter? How much information does one person owe another? When is nondisclosure lying? How does lying affect the soul? Even on the plus side, passing puts us in touch with the wondrous ability each person has to create and recreate the self.
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WHAT I FOUND MOST DIFFICULT in the process of spending time with the very smart, ordinarily honorable people profiled in these pages was reliving with them the experiences that compelled them to twist their lives into painful deceit-ridden contortions for reasons that do not hold. This is the territory I set out to explore. What follows is what I learned along the way.



Brooke Kroeger  
March 2003







CHAPTER ONE

Not Some Social Agenda Struggle

If the jinnee should say,
 “I have come to carry out an inexorable command to change you
 into a member of another race; make your choice!”
 I should answer, probably,
 “Make me a Jew.”

—JAMES WELDON JOHNSON

 



HE HAS NO RECOLLECTION OF HIS MOTHER, although he knows she was Jewish because this much his father told him; that, and how she took off for Israel while she was pregnant with him, drawn by the 1967 war. She returned, gave birth, took her infant son back to Israel, and then returned to Washington again. Not long after, her soon to be ex-husband relieved her of parental duties. A few cards arrived in the months that followed, and then nothing. David Matthews never learned his mother’s name until he saw it on a copy of his birth certificate on the way to take his driver’s test at age nineteen.

On his father’s side, the heritage is notable, a pedigree, real  yichis, his mother might have said. He is intensely proud to be the son of Ralph D. Matthews and the grandson of the late Ralph Matthews Sr., both important journalists and black community  leaders in their day. Both spent a good part of their careers with the Baltimore-based Afro-American chain of newspapers.

Life with father, as David Matthews recalls it, meant “a very stoic, very male household in an almost postmodern sense.” By the time he was old enough to wonder about his mother’s absence, “it seemed such a clichéd movie-of-the-week question to ask” that he didn’t bother. “It just seemed too on-the-nose to say,  Well, Dad, where’s Mom? He didn’t bring it up so I didn’t bring it up.” Matthews uses the phrase “Mother’s side of the family” to refer to the maternal relatives he has never met and knows next to nothing about.

Sometimes, as they drove together down a street in Washington, D.C., Matthews père would suddenly point toward an apartment building and issue forth a statement such as, That is where you were conceived. “And that would be the end of the discussion,” his son recalled. “We were just tough guys and it just didn’t seem like the kind of touchy-feely stuff I needed to know.” Matthews fils is not impressed by his personal history. He thinks it is just another version of being the child of a single parent, the product of a divorced home. “I’m sure the women I date think that it shows up every once in a while, but I don’t have a conscious  Boy, I’d like to know—I mean, I’d like to know if I’m the heir to a textile fortune, or if there is any congenital illness I need to worry about.”
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FROM LATE ELEMENTARY SCHOOL until well into his twenties, David Matthews got into the habit of presenting himself to the world as white. Not all of the time, but whenever the need arose. Usually, in these instances, he presented himself as Jewish. Was it  passing for this half-Jewish person to present himself as white or Jewish? The short answer is yes, first and foremost, because he experienced the act as passing while he was doing it. Black is how he was brought up to know himself; black is what he understood himself to be. It was passing because he deliberately withheld information about his African American heritage whenever he sensed it would get in his way. Matthews did this despite the fact that very clearly and very early on, he grasped that people in his sphere felt entitled to be told about his African American background. They felt this despite his facial features (his septuagenarian father described them as “Caucasoid”), his wiry auburn hair, his very light olive skin, his dress, his interests, his tastes, his personality, his credible claim to another heritage, and his ability to keep his ties to the black community out of view. His “selective editing” (his phrase)—both in the view of the prevailing culture and in his own mind—was deceptive by design. “Maybe it was a facile thing for me to do; I don’t know,” was the way he talked about it. “For me, it was always a question of being allowed in. And whatever I had to do to be allowed in wasn’t necessarily a bad thing because not being allowed in was so much worse. It seems like it was breathing to me almost.”

It was also passing because black is the identity our culture assigns or ascribes to David Matthews without reflection or comment. This automatic response is a throwback, no doubt, to the mind-set that led to cultural artifacts such as the registries of free Negroes of a couple of centuries ago. Had David Matthews lived in the 1800s, his name might well have been inscribed on such a list. He would have been singled out as “mulatto” with a skin color description of “very bright, almost white.” In Virginia, for example, up until 1910, one Negro grandparent was enough to classify a person mulatto, and mulatto meant black. From 1910 to  1924, one Negro great-grandparent became enough to warrant the label, and after that, right up until the 1960s, it took no more than a single drop of Negro blood.

Opportunities have opened and attitudes have softened in the years since we stopped measuring blackness in droplets. At least from a legal standpoint, being a lot or a little bit black no longer threatens life or livelihood in Virginia or anywhere else in this country in the way it once did. We don’t need David Matthews to rehearse this burdensome history. What his story offers is the whys and wherefores of being someone with an ambiguous personal presence, one that offers the right to float and a shore pass for both sides of the gully between the black identity he has no choice about and the white and Jewish identities he can so ably “perform.”

As we know from factual accounts, as well as fiction and film, the practice of black-for-white passing in America has been around a long time. It was common enough in 1945 for the anthropologists St. Clair Drake and Horace R. Cayton to describe it as a kind of process, a natural cycle, that begins unwittingly, inadvertently, with people fully self-identified as black discovering that in some contexts, white people actually see them as white. This inadvertent or unintended passing can lead to passing for convenience, as in the convenience of eating in whites-only restaurants of the time, seeing movies in segregated theaters, staying in segregated hotels, or shopping in segregated stores. Next would come passing “for fun,” especially on vacation or in any situation outside a passer’s normal routine. From there could come the decision to “pass all the way,” meaning part-time, in the way Matthews passed nearly half a century later, or full-time, which often involves drastic measures to erase a tell-tale past—a whole new identity, a move to a new locale, a complete break from  family and old friends. This cycle can be broken at any point, with a “return to the fold.”

The temptation to pass is perhaps greatest, the anthropologists seemed to suggest, among those who are not “firmly anchored emotionally” in the black community.
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DAVID MATTHEWS’S FATHER is much lighter than paper-bag tan, with a black identity that is proud and firm. In photographs, David’s grandmother, Ralph Matthews’s mother, appears white without question. David thinks his father looks a lot like Don Knotts and it’s a good description, except that there is nothing even remotely Mayberry about Ralph Matthews. As David says, his father is by far the hippest person he knows. Ralph Mathews has a side interest in jazz and a stunning record album collection that lines one wall of the living room of his home in the Maryland suburbs of Washington, D.C. In 1945 he graduated from Syracuse University on a scholarship that covered full tuition and a train ticket because at that time, the University of Maryland did not admit black in-state residents as undergraduates in journalism but arranged to subsidize their studies at colleges and universities that would. Matthews Sr. has many good stories from his journalism days, the most memorable being his coverage of the historic meeting in September 1960 between Malcolm X and Fidel Castro at the Hotel Theresa in Harlem. Matthews was working for the  New York Citizen-Call at the time and was one of only two reporters to cover the story from inside Castro’s hotel room. A public affairs job with the War on Poverty under Sargent Shriver during the Johnson administration precipitated his move to Washington. Later he worked with the Bicentennial Commission,  and while David was a toddler he did a stint at the local public television affiliate, where he craftily succeeded in drafting half the staff as baby-sitters. He and his son lived at a succession of suburban Washington addresses, the kinds of neighborhoods Bill Cosby’s television family the Huxtables would have favored. For a couple of years David Matthews had a stepmother, a white woman, but she and Ralph Matthews soon divorced and father and son were on their own once again. Single fathers were very rare in the late 1960s and early 1970s, and Ralph Matthews quickly figured out that life was easier with a woman around, especially since his work often kept him out until well past midnight. Before and after the divorce he had a succession of obliging girlfriends, both black and white. David’s grandmother also helped out with child care. An older half sister from his father’s first marriage and a younger half brother by the stepmother lived with their respective mothers. They came and went from the Matthews’s bachelor pad. The children were not brought up together.
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DAVID’S GRANDMOTHER GREW UP with a foster family in Rhode Island but actually came from North Carolina. She worked as a school administrator and for a time at the Baltimore Sun. David’s father said that no one realized she was black or she never would have been hired at the Sun. Ralph Matthews got a little testy at the suggestion that his mother had passed to work there. “No, she never passed. She was from Newport,” and newly arrived in town at the time she applied for the position at the Sun, was his reply. “She didn’t know.” All of the elder Mrs. Matthews’s friendships and associations were in the black community and that was the  life she happily lived. Her grandson David adored her, and yet he was always perplexed by the way she would cluck at television reports of local mayhem—rape, robbery, shootings—and hope that the perpetrator isn’t one of us, cluck again if the perpetrator turned out to be, and then cluck again about the dark-skinned people—“darkies,” she called them—who shamed us by committing crimes. So who exactly was us, the young Matthews wanted to know but never asked. “All I knew was that I didn’t want to be one of them. And I didn’t really view her or my dad as one of  them. They just said they were.”
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DAVID MATTHEWS WAS NINE when his father returned to Baltimore to become one of the editors of the Afro-American and rented a nice apartment on Mount Royal in a nice mixed neighborhood north of the city center. Not long after, he had the opportunity to purchase for next to nothing a wreck of a row house on Madison Street, a few blocks west of Eutaw Avenue in an all-black ghetto. Shortly before he and his father moved in, the back-yard had been the scene of a gangland-style execution. The next-door neighbor, still suffering the posttraumatic effects of his tour in Vietnam, took solace in shooting his AK-47 outside his backdoor. All the same, the house was only a few short blocks from Bolton Hill, with its well-kept townhouses and Gramercy Park-like air. Matthews’s plan was to renovate the row house and flip it for a profit as gentrification encroached, but gentrification did not encroach quite fast enough. In the years since he let the house go, there has been substantial redevelopment in the area, enough to make the old row house look that much more forlorn. In March 2002, a slab of whitewashed plywood blocked the  entranceway. Stenciled across the plank in red was the number to call “IF ANIMAL TRAPPED.”

Life on Madison Street is a recurrent theme in David Matthews’s conversation. He found the experience torturous. “I wouldn’t walk there until it was dark,” he recalled, “because the fewer people who saw me, the fewer chances I had of getting mugged.” His father wanted his son to learn to survive in such an environment. “There are protections,” Ralph Matthews said. “And if you recognize them, you’re twice as strong. I knew all the hoodlums.” His son was sometimes threatened, but it was because he did not know “how to give off the right radar,” as Matthews Sr. put it. “And giving off I’m half Jewish wasn’t it.” The next-door neighbor with the AK-47 was forever offering to intercede on David’s behalf—what Ralph Matthews meant by protection. His son “never stuck around long enough to learn the protections that I think would still stand him in good stead. He was so busy getting out of there that he missed all of that. He’s reasonably street smart now, but what Madison could have taught him, he didn’t want to know.”

Madison Street was David Matthews’s first direct exposure to the people his grandmother was forever clucking about, those he too had come to disdain. His only felt connection to his new neighbors was the fact that before the year 2000, a census taker would have checked him off in the same box under the category of race. He also knew that outside the black community, in the world he more closely resembled, the world he sought to inhabit, the sharp and obvious distinctions between him and grandmother’s old them would be lost entirely. For most white people, Madison Street was synonymous with what it meant to be black. On Madison Street, David Matthews no doubt feared for his safety, but the greater terror, he later acknowledged, was his new  and unwelcome physical proximity to a way of life he rejected. Suddenly, them lived right next door.

Ralph Matthews did not share David’s fear or snobbery. Of his son’s itinerant passing, the older man said, “I do wonder about that, about David’s trapeze act. In my own life, it’s not even a consideration.” And in another conversation, he added, “The thing I don’t think we could answer is, where did it come from?”
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PART OF THE APPEAL of the row house property was its proximity to the Mount Royal Elementary Middle School, one of the city’s finest, just a few blocks away on Eutaw’s “good side,” where David Matthews was enrolled as a fourth grader.

On school days, Matthews walked north two blocks to McMechen and east across Eutaw Avenue’s great divide into Bolton Hill. Up and down Bolton Street and Baltimore’s own Park Avenue, to the left and to the right, are the townhouses, and then a little further east is the school itself, near the Maryland Institute College of Art. For an inner-city public school, Mount Royal was unique at the time because of its contingent of reasonably affluent white students.

Matthews is not certain if his actions in those first years at Mount Royal qualify as passing “because I hadn’t made any conscious decisions yet.” But passing, as Drake and Cayton pointed out, does not always start as a conscious act. Matthews found himself gravitating toward a group of Jewish kids and they toward him. He thinks of himself even today as having a certain “Jewish sensibility,” apparent in his instinctive preference for Woody Allen over Richard Pryor, or Saul Bellow and J.D. Salinger over Ernest Hemingway or F. Scott Fitzgerald. Lenny Bruce routines  really speak to him. “Those things just came my way,” Matthews said. “I didn’t really even consciously know that they were Jewish.” His early friendships seemed to form out of magnetic pull. “It was more like I look like you and you look like me so we’ll be friends. And I could start to see the different attitudes of those I wanted to be associated with. To me, it was not even a conscious choice. It was an easy choice. Our sensibilities were similar, our sense of humor, our music.”

On the subject of musical taste, his father tells the story of a trip to visit relatives in North Carolina with David and David’s grandmother, when David was about nine years old. “And so I rented this big, slick—you always do that when you go to visit family, right? I figured my mother would like it. And we were driving down, and we got into North Carolina, or into Virginia, and the music began to change—you know, a lot of country music—and all of a sudden Elvis came on the radio, and I’m driving, and then I said, ‘Let me get this crap off of here.’ And David said, ‘Don’t change that! I love Elvis!’ And my mother and I both said, ‘Oh, my God.’ I almost ran off the road. I turned around and said, ‘David, where on God’s earth could you even develop an ear for this?’ Kids have their own secret worlds. Maybe it was from the control booth at WETA when he was twenty months old or less than that. He was deciding something for himself, you know?”
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IN MIDDLE SCHOOL AND HIGH SCHOOL, David Matthews didn’t have friends among the black kids, although his knowledge of their language, its cadences and slang, gave him a certain standing with these classmates. “They considered me the cool white guy, so I got a little bit of a pass on that.” His father thought he should  be getting more than a pass. Ralph Matthews felt strongly that his son should have black friends as well as white, but his son insists there was no such possibility in the 1980s when this was taking place. “You didn’t make friends with both. I didn’t know anyone who was friends with both,” David Matthews said. “It just didn’t work out that way.” In high school, he had one friend who was half black, half Norwegian, whose father was a close friend of his father’s. And a little cross-pollination occurred when white girls would go out with a black guy for a week or two—but never for prom or anything major. “For something serious it would be, suddenly, back to the kids in their neighborhood,” David Matthews said.

As a teenager, Matthews felt he had only two choices: The more difficult one would have been to tell the truth, just to come right out and explain his background to “these people who I feel a kinship with” and risk losing their friendship. This, he reasoned, would have meant losing the friendship of the people with whom he had the most in common. Then he would either find himself totally isolated or have to cultivate friendships with people whose interests he did not share. His solution was to take the first route and omit the information that would have complicated his life. He passed.
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I SHARED DAVID MATTHEWS’S STORY with philosopher and scholar Anthony Appiah, a Princeton University professor who has written widely on the subject of identity. I asked him whether he thought Matthews had acted badly. “This is one of those bad situations,” he said, “but putting all the blame on the person who was put into that situation seems to be the wrong way to go about it.

“It’s one thing to have to hide the fact that you don’t have much money or something. But we feel it is just a terrible imposition on someone to have to hide one’s identity in the core cases of racial and sexual orientation, gender, nationality, religion, and so on. And even when that person might feel that he would like to answer honestly, a wise person might not in these circumstances because the cost might be too high.”

Appiah said it would be nice to think that Matthews’s friends eventually would have come around to accepting that he was black. “All friendships involve some disclosures and the timing of disclosures,” he said. “But if you’re planning never to tell your friends something, isn’t there something un-friendlike about that?” Nevertheless, perhaps Matthews’s assessment of his circumstances was correct. Perhaps his friends would not have behaved well once they knew the facts. Indeed, perhaps his only choice was no friends or these imperfect friends. “Most of us have these options anyway,” Appiah said. “No one has perfect friends.

“So let’s stipulate that he was right, that he could not have been their friend in the way he wanted to be their friend if they knew this thing about him. I don’t want to blame him because it’s not his fault that he was in this situation where he had a hard choice to make. And for him to ruin his life doesn’t seem to be much of a choice. To make a point, I ruined my life. I’ll just sit here in the dark. That doesn’t do any good. So what he did was probably the best thing to do.”
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MATTHEWS NEVER BROUGHT any of his white friends home. He did not introduce them to his father. By the time he was in high school, a few miles away on the hill at the prestigious Baltimore  City College, he had frequent occasion to go to the homes of these high school friends and meet their families. “The Jewish kids were much wealthier,” he said, “lot of privilege, you know, kids who were getting cars at age fifteen.” They introduced him to the world of adolescent suburbia. By then his look had gotten “a little more exotic”—the epicanthic fold to his eyelids gives his face a slightly Asian cast. “When I would go to kids’ houses, I started noticing the first question right after, Hello, nice to meet you, was, What interesting features. Where are you from? Especially if it was a girl’s house. That was the first question—especially the dads asked it right off the bat. And it didn’t really make me nervous, per se, but I was aware that there was probably an answer that would make them feel better. I don’t think I ever said I was mixed. I just said I was Jewish and when they started to get into where-do-you-go-to-shul or something like that I’d say my dad was not practicing. I’d say that we didn’t have any religious anything in my house. Christmas was a perfunctory commercial holiday, but there was never any church or any praying or anything like that. And I always got brownie points that Mom went to fight in the Israeli war. That always made them think I was more Jewish than perhaps I am.”
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ALTHOUGH HE CERTAINLY DID NOT KNOW IT at the time, David Matthews was plenty Jewish already, as Jewish as it is possible to be. One of the supreme ironies of his story is the role his absent mother plays, quite apart from the preference for Jewish girlfriends she seems to have stimulated in him. Although he may not know his mother or have much interest in knowing her, and although he may never have studied Judaism or attempted to  practice it in any way, the fact that his mother was born a Jew makes Jewish an identity that would not be questioned from inside the faith under even the most rigorous religious scrutiny. In the opinion of Jewish educator Rabbi Avi Weinstein, who is Orthodox, the Jewish identity of David Matthews is not only firm, it’s immutable. It cannot be cast off. Like any Jew who does not observe the commandments, he is in a kind of “outlaw” position from the perspective of the most observant, but he is still a bona fide Jew.

This is how the rabbi explained it: If a Jew is not observing the commandments, he is in breach of Jewish laws. And in Jewish law, just as under the laws of any society, to be in breach of the laws can mean some sort of censure, or punishment. The censure in this case, the shunning, takes the form of being banned from partaking in certain religious honors and privileges, mostly involving rites of group worship. This censure applies to all lapsed or nonobservant Jews, but it does not mean that Matthews or anyone else in his religious position has been excommunicated or expelled from the faith in any way. If at any point a lapsed or never practicing Jew decides to engage with the prayer and ritual life the religion prescribes, he or she is not only free but encouraged to do so. All that is required is to start doing it. Judaism has no special entry or reentry procedure for those born into the religion.  Of Matthews’s situation, Weinstein reasons, “If there is no formal procedure to bring him back, on the most fundamental level, he hasn’t ever left. He can’t leave.” As it is written in the Babylonian Talmud, “Israel, even when sinning, is still Israel.”

The same can be said of being black, at least it has been said, in an examination of the black-for-white passing of Anatole Broyard, the esteemed New York Times literary critic who died in 1990 at the age of seventy. Broyard never told his children about his  background, let alone his employers. A profile of Broyard by Henry Louis Gates Jr. appeared in the New Yorker in 1996:
Broyard passed not because he thought that race wasn’t important but because he knew that it was. The durable social facts of race were beyond reason . . . Anatole Broyard lived in a world where race had, indeed, become a trope for indelibility, for permanence. “All I have to do,” a black folk saying has it, “is stay black and die.”

. . . But the ideologies of modernity have a kicker, which is that they permit no exit. Racial recusal is a forlorn hope. In a system where whiteness is the default, racelessness is never a possibility. You cannot opt out; you can only opt in.





To me, it is remarkable that David Matthews’s situation has so many parallels to that of his illustrious passing predecessor. Matthews was born nearly half a century after Broyard, into the aftermath of dramatic improvement in conditions for African Americans in this country. Unlike Broyard, Matthews came of age when almost all of the ill-considered attempts to define blackness in law had been struck down. And yet identifying as black in the 1980s and 1990s seemed to constrict Matthews in much the same way it constricted Broyard so many years earlier. The black David Matthews seems to have been unable to muster any more social flexibility than the black Anatole Broyard.

Despite the many parallels in their two stories, they resonate for different reasons. What is most fascinating about Broyard’s case is who he was, the position in the world of letters his act of passing helped him attain, how elegantly he pulled it off, and the personal price he paid for his actions. What is stunning about Matthews’s story is why the act of hiding one’s blackness was so  advantageous in the years in which he was doing it. And yet it was. At the end of the twentieth century, his hat trick of “authentic” black, white, and Jewish identities should have given him a range of options in the way he could comfortably present himself in the world, options that by this point should be thoroughly unremarkable, even for the purposes of a book such as this one.
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WHEN PARENTS OF MATTHEWS’S FRIENDS would ask about his father’s occupation, he always said “journalist” but never mentioned where Ralph Matthews actually worked. “Saying the word  Afro-American—I didn’t have the intestinal fortitude to do that yet. And it was a total cop-out. It was just that I could see the way the wind blew, and I just wasn’t up for my life being some social agenda struggle. If this is how people viewed me and accepted me, then it was just much easier. You know?”

Matthews thought about his actions in terms of coming up with “the right password,” of having the right answer to that second question, “because in that beat, I had to make a decision: I’m either going to be in the club or I’m going to be out.”

Later on, if a relationship with a girl got serious, Matthews sometimes would bring her home to meet his father. He would acknowledge how light-skinned his father was, but would quickly add that it wasn’t something he was comfortable talking about. Or he would say that his father had a mixed background but had been raised very openly. The latter part of the statement was true, of course, but Ralph Matthews’s parents both identified as black and he too was comfortable with this identification. He absolutely never would have described his background as mixed—miscegnated, maybe, meaning that the mixing occurred much earlier in a  black ancestral continuum, but never more than that. His father thinks back on this period in David’s life with some amusement. At the time, he imagined his son telling white girlfriends how he was a white child abandoned at birth and taken in by these well-meaning poor black people, or how his father did mysterious journalism at a place he could not disclose. “We sort of laughed at David,” Ralph Matthews said, “and watched him go around.”

The friends of David Matthews came from families a lot wealthier than his, always off to London for the summer and such, but even then he was keenly aware of how much richer his own household was culturally. “Mind-boggling,” is the way he talks about it. “You leave our house hearing this stuff you can’t hear anyplace else. My dad is a national treasure, but I didn’t want anyone back then to know that.”
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DAVID MATTHEWS’S STORY is a perfect illustration of how passing upends all our tidy little methods of recognizing and categorizing human beings, how it “blurs the carefully marked lines of race . . . and class, calling attention to the ways in which identity categories intersect, overlap, construct and deconstruct one another.” Passing is subversive and amusingly mischievous as it undermines injustices built into the established social order. If revealed, an act of passing can force those in the passer’s wake to rethink what made the passing necessary in the first place, and for that reason, I think, it’s not too much of a stretch to begin to see passing as an instrument of positive social change.

What better present-day example of a social order in need of upset than our antiquated but entrenched system of categorizing human beings by skin color. A perfect case in point is the triangulated  saga of the descendants of the slave Sally Hemings, the DNA they share with Thomas Jefferson (not to mention Jefferson’s wife, Martha, who was Hemings’s half sister), and the brouhaha this has caused among Jefferson’s previously anointed white heirs. To appreciate the sheer folly of dividing up human beings by how they happen to look, you need only see film clips or photographs of a Hemings family reunion. Many of Sally Hemings’s direct descendants who have lived as black for the last couple of centuries strongly resemble those who have lived as white.

The issue of race mattered enough on the threshold of the twenty-first century for two Hemings descendants to crisscross the country on the lecture circuit talking about why it shouldn’t. One has lived as white all her life and the other as black. Race mattered no less in David Matthews’s life. And as it did for Sally Hemings’s son Eston, six generations earlier, passing provided the way to get around race, to operate as if it did not matter. Passing is a way “of trying to gain control,” as Sander Gilman writes about the passing that the work of aesthetic surgeons makes possible. “It is a means of restoring not ‘happiness’ but a sense of order in the world. We ‘pass’ in order to regain control of ourselves and to efface that which is seen (we believe) as different, which marks us as visible in the world.” It is, writes Gilman, about “passing as human.”
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A COWORKER OUTED DAVID MATTHEWS ONCE, at a Baltimore hotel restaurant where he was working as a waiter. This was not because his appearance gave him up, but because a young black woman on staff happened to know a friend of Matthews’s father. “She would always make jokes—in front of people. Are you sure  you’re not black because you look . . . And I would be like, I don’t know what you’re talking about and walk away, which I’m totally ashamed of now.”

The fact is, the girl was part of the restaurant’s bus staff. All known people of color on the staff bussed. Matthews quickly surmised that getting hired as a waiter was not some token bow to equal opportunity. He had once again managed to pass. And continuing to pass, he said, “just made perfect mathematical sense.” The year was 1985 or 1986, not 1930 or even 1950, so it did not cost Matthews his job when other members of the staff picked up the busser’s taunts. But it did cost him the friendship of another waiter, a “red-necky guy who was definitely the person I did not want my cover blown to more than anyone. And he was a little pissed. He played it off like it was a joke, but things definitely cooled off after that in terms of our friendship. I don’t know if he actually hated black people, but from a working-class part of Baltimore, if you’re white, the word nigger just flows. There’s no political correctness there. It’s back to the days of AC-DC, guys who feathered their hair and put blond streaks in it. Very red-necky.”

The busser’s insistence on outing Matthews is atypical in passing lore. More usual is the response of Matthews’s father—not to give his son up, even while disagreeing with his choices. It is not customary for African Americans to expose the African ancestry of those who decline to acknowledge it. The artist Adrien Piper is profoundly black-identified but, like Matthews, is usually “read” as white. Although neither she nor any members of her immediate family has ever passed, many of her near relatives do. Pointedly, Piper declines to expose them because it is not in her culture to do so. She cites several reasons: self-respect, the vicarious pleasure of watching an infiltration, fear of retaliation, the impulse to protect a fellow traveler, and the desire to refrain from inflicting  further pain on people who surely have suffered enough in severing their ties to family and root community, which the act of passing often demands.
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MATTHEWS RECOUNTED two other experiences of being outed. “Once on a bus, a crazy black woman just came up and started talking to me,” he said. She came up to him as he was getting off the bus and said, “That’s okay. I know you’re black.” Then she pushed him off the bus. “The door was open and I was getting off anyway and I was trying to ignore her because she was crazy, but for her to say that, that was a little weird.” In another instance, he was in Baltimore to show his hometown to a new girlfriend. As they walked by a hospice, Matthews spotted an elderly woman looking out the window, saying the rosary. The sweetness of the scene struck him and his glance lingered just long enough to see the old woman lift her index finger to her neck and make a swift knife-like motion across her throat. He was sure she thought he was black with a white girl. Both of these incidents were more disturbing to Matthews than what happened with the busser, who had inside information about his background. The way the old women reacted to him meant that he was vulnerable to exposure because of the very thing that had consistently provided cover and a range of options—his looks. “That stuff doesn’t happen to me,” he said. “That’s what they make jokes about with other people. It freaked me out. It totally freaked me out.”
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