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Between the eighteenth and mid-twentieth centuries, countless African
Americans passed as white, leaving behind families and friends, roots and
community. It was, as Allyson Hobbs writes, a chosen exile, a separation from
one racial identity and the leap into another. This revelatory history of passing
explores the possibilities and challenges that racial indeterminacy presented to
men and women living in a country obsessed with racial distinctions. It also tells
a tale of loss.

As racial relations in America have evolved so has the significance of passing.
To pass as white in the antebellum South was to escape the shackles of slavery.
After emancipation, many African Americans came to regard passing as a form
of betrayal, a selling of one’s birthright. When the initially hopeful period of
Reconstruction proved short-lived, passing became an opportunity to defy Jim
Crow and strike out on one’s own.

Although black Americans who adopted white identities reaped benefits of
expanded opportunity and mobility, Hobbs helps us to recognize and understand
the grief, loneliness, and isolation that accompanied?and often outweighed?these
rewards. By the dawning of the civil rights era, more and more racially mixed
Americans felt the loss of kin and community was too much to bear, that it was
time to “pass out” and embrace a black identity. Although recent decades have
witnessed an increasingly multiracial society and a growing acceptance of
hybridity, the problem of race and identity remains at the center of public debate
and emotionally fraught personal decisions.
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Between the eighteenth and mid-twentieth centuries, countless African Americans passed as white, leaving
behind families and friends, roots and community. It was, as Allyson Hobbs writes, a chosen exile, a
separation from one racial identity and the leap into another. This revelatory history of passing explores the
possibilities and challenges that racial indeterminacy presented to men and women living in a country
obsessed with racial distinctions. It also tells a tale of loss.

As racial relations in America have evolved so has the significance of passing. To pass as white in the
antebellum South was to escape the shackles of slavery. After emancipation, many African Americans came
to regard passing as a form of betrayal, a selling of one’s birthright. When the initially hopeful period of
Reconstruction proved short-lived, passing became an opportunity to defy Jim Crow and strike out on one’s
own.

Although black Americans who adopted white identities reaped benefits of expanded opportunity and
mobility, Hobbs helps us to recognize and understand the grief, loneliness, and isolation that
accompanied?and often outweighed?these rewards. By the dawning of the civil rights era, more and more
racially mixed Americans felt the loss of kin and community was too much to bear, that it was time to “pass
out” and embrace a black identity. Although recent decades have witnessed an increasingly multiracial
society and a growing acceptance of hybridity, the problem of race and identity remains at the center of
public debate and emotionally fraught personal decisions.
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Editorial Review

Review
By investigating the binary lives of the so-called ghosts that exist in American history, Hobbs raises
important questions and ideas about race relations and the ‘lost’ histories of African American communities.
(Cicely Douglas Library Journal 2014-09-15)

In narrating the lives of Americans at the border of whiteness, Hobbs illuminates our understanding of our
country’s tortured race history and of the injustices that drove people to make the ultimate migration?out of
the tyranny of enslavement and the terrors of Jim Crow to the costly privilege of the larger white world.
Their anguish, alienation, and constant fear of discovery are brilliantly and painfully rendered in this
important book, and, through them, we see the arbitrariness of race and the origins of racial divisions that we
live with to this day. (Isabel Wilkerson, author of The Warmth of Other Suns: The Epic Story of America’s
Great Migration)

With remarkable research and deep feeling for her subjects, Hobbs uncovers the stories of countless
Americans of African descent who severed their family ties to pass into a world where they would be
accorded the privileges of whites. At turns sad, inspiring, and provocative, the book raises important
questions about the enduring power of race in American life. (Martha A. Sandweiss, author of Passing
Strange: A Gilded Age Tale of Love and Deception Across the Color Line)

Hobbs provides fresh analysis of an oft-ignored phenomenon, and the result is as fascinating as it is
innovative. She foregrounds the sense of loss that passing inflicted, and argues that many of those who were
left behind were just as wounded and traumatized as those who departed. Those who passed may have had
much to gain, but what were the hidden costs, the invisible scars of enforced patterns of subversion and
suppression? She suggests that the core issue of passing is not what an individual becomes, but rather ‘losing
what you pass away from.’ By turning safe assumptions inside out, Hobbs questions some of the longest-
held ideas about racial identification within American society. (Catherine Clinton Times Higher Education
2014-10-30)

Passing, as Allyson Hobbs describes in this brilliant, fascinating new study, is itself as fluid, complex, and
contradictory as our ideas of race. (Kate Tuttle Boston Globe 2014-11-02)

A book that is at once literary, cultural, archival and social, crossing the borders of various approaches to the
study of history in order to create a collage of a fascinating yet elusive phenomenon. Intrigued by the story of
a distant relative who crosses the color line, Hobbs has followed this interest to explore the practice of
passing with detail and rigor. Her writing is elegant, bubbling with curiosity even as it is authoritative and
revelatory. (Imani Perry San Francisco Chronicle 2014-11-06)

The book is an admirable effort to catalogue the myriad classifications of race in America, to develop a
taxonomy of biases that endure even as the country’s complexion changes. (Joshua Cohen Harper’s
2014-12-01)

[An] incisive cultural history…[Hobbs] takes nothing at face value--least of all the idea that the person who
is passing is actually and truly of one race or the other…[A] critically vigilant work. (Danzy Senna New York
Times Book Review 2014-11-23)



About the Author
Allyson Hobbs is Assistant Professor of History at Stanford University.

Users Review

From reader reviews:

William Johnson:

Reading a guide can be one of a lot of pastime that everyone in the world adores. Do you like reading book
so. There are a lot of reasons why people love it. First reading a publication will give you a lot of new facts.
When you read a e-book you will get new information since book is one of various ways to share the
information or perhaps their idea. Second, studying a book will make a person more imaginative. When you
looking at a book especially tale fantasy book the author will bring that you imagine the story how the
figures do it anything. Third, you could share your knowledge to others. When you read this A Chosen Exile:
A History of Racial Passing in American Life, you could tells your family, friends along with soon about
yours e-book. Your knowledge can inspire the others, make them reading a publication.

Ella Nebel:

Spent a free a chance to be fun activity to accomplish! A lot of people spent their leisure time with their
family, or their very own friends. Usually they undertaking activity like watching television, gonna beach, or
picnic in the park. They actually doing ditto every week. Do you feel it? Do you want to something different
to fill your free time/ holiday? Might be reading a book can be option to fill your totally free time/ holiday.
The first thing that you ask may be what kinds of guide that you should read. If you want to consider look for
book, may be the e-book untitled A Chosen Exile: A History of Racial Passing in American Life can be fine
book to read. May be it can be best activity to you.

Lawrence Woods:

People live in this new morning of lifestyle always aim to and must have the free time or they will get great
deal of stress from both way of life and work. So , if we ask do people have spare time, we will say
absolutely sure. People is human not only a robot. Then we ask again, what kind of activity do you have
when the spare time coming to anyone of course your answer may unlimited right. Then ever try this one,
reading ebooks. It can be your alternative throughout spending your spare time, the particular book you have
read is usually A Chosen Exile: A History of Racial Passing in American Life.

Brooke Fisher:

Many people spending their moment by playing outside together with friends, fun activity having family or
just watching TV the whole day. You can have new activity to spend your whole day by reading through a
book. Ugh, do you consider reading a book will surely hard because you have to take the book everywhere?
It fine you can have the e-book, taking everywhere you want in your Smartphone. Like A Chosen Exile: A
History of Racial Passing in American Life which is obtaining the e-book version. So , why not try out this
book? Let's observe.
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