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Madeleine Albright, former U.S. Secretary of State, passed away on March 23rd. Her obituary
in various U.S. newspapers foregrounded her Jewish heritage and her family members’ deaths
at the hands of the Nazis. Yet until 1997 when she was 60 years old, Dr. Albright claimed to
have no knowledge of this history. In that year, The Washington Post published an article
disclosing her Jewish heritage and essentially exposing Albright for passing as a Catholic all
her life. The question that preoccupied newspaper editorials and talk shows then was, what did
she know of her Jewish ancestry and when did she know it? As if identity were an on-off switch,
as if one woke one day and said, “Today | am a Jew.” Albright’s ensuing struggle with her
religious and racial identity might better be understood not as a process of “finding one’s self”
but as an “undoing of the self,” an acceptance of the ethical obligation to struggle with identity
as a dynamic, not a given, and to accept responsibility for one’s peculiar forms of passing. It is
a process | have termed “passing without the “as’.”

In this lecture, | first articulate the difference between two paradigms of passing:
“passing as” — as in, passing as white, passing as straight, passing as Catholic — and “passing
without the *as’.” A small preposition makes all the difference. Passing in its first cultural sense
entails a movement, conscious or unconscious, from one discrete subject position to another.
What happens to questions of ethics, questions of who can speak as and for whom, if we
reconceive passing not as inauthenticity or performance, but as performative? That is the
question informing Passing and Pedagogy: The Dynamics of Responsibility.

But | also relish this opportunity to revisit my book, now decades old, to see it in the
fullness of time. What has changed in the past quarter century that puts pressure on this familiar
trope and on my own theoretical intervention? My examples will come from my recent
scholarship on transgender memoirs from the early twentieth century to the present. What does
it mean to discover our new “postmodern” identities — queer, nonbinary, trans — a century
earlier? As my subtitle “still and again” suggests, the practice of passing is never past, its ethical
conundrum never resolved but must be confronted again and again, in new contexts, for new
identities.



