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Abstract:  

 In the discourse of identity and cultural appropriation, reverse passing and transracialism have 
emerged as complex phenomena. Reverse passing involves individuals adopting the identity of another 
racial or cultural group, challenging conventional notions of authenticity. Transracialism describes 
individuals identifying with a race different from their birth assignment, highlighting the fluidity of 
racial identity. This study explores these phenomena through the lens of case studies, media content 
analysis, and scholarly literature, aiming to uncover the motivations behind reverse passing and 
transracialism. By exploring the intersections of identity formation, cultural appropriation, and power 
dynamics, this research offers a deeper insight into the complexities of race, identity, and societal 
perceptions in the contemporary world. 

Keywords: Identity- Cultural Appropriation- Reverse Passing- Transracialism- Power Dynamics 

Résumé :  
Dans le discours sur l'identité et l'appropriation culturelle, le passage inverse et le transracialisme ont 
émergé comme des phénomènes complexes. Le passage inverse implique des individus adoptant 
l'identité d'un autre groupe racial ou culturel, remettant en question les notions conventionnelles 
d'authenticité. Le transracialisme décrit des individus s'identifiant à une race différente de celle attribuée 
à leur naissance, soulignant la fluidité de l'identité raciale. Cette étude explore les domaines 
interconnectés du passage inverse et du transracialisme, visant à démêler les intrications de la formation 
de l'identité, de l'authenticité et des dynamiques de pouvoir. À travers une analyse de la littérature, 
d'analyses de contenu médiatique, d'études de cas et du discours social, cette recherche examine les 
motivations derrière ces phénomènes, contribuant à une meilleure compréhension de la race, de la 
culture et de l'identité dans la société contemporaine. 
 
Mots- clés : Identité- Appropriation culturelle- Passing inversé- Transracialisme- Dynamiques de 
pouvoir 
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Introduction   

In contemporary discourse, the intricate relationship between identity, authenticity, and 
cultural appropriation has given rise to the phenomena of "Reverse Passing" and "Transracialism". 
"Reverse Passing" challenges established frameworks of racial identity by allowing individuals to 
assume the identity of another racial or cultural group, thereby complicating traditional definitions 
of belonging. Similarly, "Transracialism" reflects a growing acknowledgment of fluidity in racial 
identity, wherein individuals identify with a race that diverges from their birth-assigned 
classification. Together, these phenomena interrogate the static nature of racial categories and 
highlight the complexities inherent in identity construction. 

As societal discussions surrounding race become increasingly prominent, understanding the 
dynamics of "Reverse Passing" and "Transracialism" becomes essential. These concepts do not 
merely reflect personal choices; they intersect with broader themes of privilege, power, and the 
negotiation of cultural identity. Historical examples of racial passing during segregation illustrate 
how these dynamics play out in different contexts, revealing patterns of assimilation and resistance 
that resonate in today's multicultural landscape. Moreover, the rise of transracial adoption and the 
visibility of individuals who navigate multiple racial identities prompt critical questions about 
authenticity and belonging. These developments challenge us to reconsider the ethics of cultural 
exchange and the implications of adopting identities that may not align with one's historical or 
biological heritage. 

This research endeavors to unravel the motivations behind "Reverse Passing" and 
"Transracialism," examining their implications within diverse social contexts. As a foundation for 
analysis, the study begins by exploring the phenomenon of "Passing," illustrated through key 
literary works such as "Black Skin, White Masks" (1952) by Frantz Fanon and "Passing" (1929) by 
Nella Larsen, among other examples, before shifting focus to "Reverse Passing" and 
"Transracialism.". Rachel Dolezal's case serves as a primary example, supplemented by media 
analysis to understand public perceptions of race, culture, and authenticity. Positioned as an 
analytical, theoretical, and qualitative inquiry, the research seeks to contribute to a more nuanced 
and sophisticated discourse on identity formation in an increasingly fluid and diverse societal 
context, ultimately fostering greater insight into the underlying complexities of social justice, 
inclusion, and power relations. 

 
1. Shades of History: Tracing the Origins of the Passing Phenomenon 

 The phenomenon of "Passing" wherein individuals from marginalized racial or ethnic 
groups present themselves as members of a more privileged group, has deep historical roots in 
various societies worldwide. From the antebellum United States to colonial Latin America, 
"Passing"  has been a complex and multifaceted practice, shaped by social, political, and cultural 
dynamics. The term typically refers to individuals of mixed racial heritage or marginalized racial or 
ethnic backgrounds who seek to navigate societal systems of oppression by assimilating into a more 
socially dominant group. While "Passing"  has often been associated with African Americans 
seeking to "Pass" as White in the United States, the practice is not limited to any particular racial or 
ethnic group, nor is it confined to a single historical context. Rather, this practice has manifested in 
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various forms and across diverse societies, reflecting the complexities of identity and power 
dynamics within each cultural milieu. 

Liora Moriel (2005) argues that to understand the origins of "Passing", it is essential to 
contextualize the practice within the broader historical landscape of racial and ethnic relations. In 
the United States, for example, "Passing"  can be traced back to the era of slavery, when individuals 
of mixed ancestry sought to escape the harsh realities of bondage by passing as White. Similarly, in 
colonial Latin America, the intricate caste system created opportunities for individuals of mixed 
Indigenous, African, and European descent to navigate social hierarchies through such a 
phenomenon. Across different regions and time periods,  the concept of "Passing"  has been shaped 
by colonialism, slavery, segregation, and other forms of systemic oppression, each leaving its mark 
on the practice and its implications for individuals and societies. 

Dana Christine Volk (1: 2017) defines the term as ― the act of crossing the socially constructed 
„color line‟ that separates White and black Americans, though the term has broad applications for other ethnic 
or racial groups, as well as for categories of gender, sexuality, or class‖. According to the author, the "color 
line" is a method used to determine a person's identity and social standing based solely on their 
skin color and racial background. This term holds significance both in interracial interactions when 
Black individuals engage with Whites and in intra-racial interactions among members of the Black 
community. On a racial level, the color line represents institutionalized racism and prejudices 
designed to divide, oppress, and instill a sense of inferiority in Blacks compared to the dominant 
race. 

It can be posited that throughout history, the concept of identity, particularly diasporic 
identity, has been profoundly influenced by physical appearance. Individuals have faced 
differential treatment based on their skin color and navigated the pervasive White ideologies that 
dictated societal norms. "Passing", as a concept that emerged in response to rigid racial boundaries, 
particularly in the early decades of the 20th century, epitomizes this phenomenon. This form of 
identity concealment can furthermore be defined as an intentional, often covert act whereby 
individuals consciously alter their identity to assimilate into another group. 

Historically, masking their Blackness was a strategic maneuver employed by descendants of 
slaves with lighter skin to seek freedom and privilege. Some scholars argue that it was a necessity, 
while others see it as an option or a means of escape. In American racism, the superior race is 
identified as White and right, while the second-class race is perceived as dark inferiors who bear 
the humiliating impacts of Jim Crow and grapple with a double-conscious identity due to their 
Blackness. Consequently, the centrality of the color line to "Passing" exemplifies how the passer 
navigates societal institutions designed to exclude them.  As Frantz Fanon (51: 1967) poignantly 
observed, "We understand now why the black man cannot take pleasure in his insularity. For him, there is 
only one way out, and it leads into the White world". 

In African American literature, the theme of "Passing" has been a source of inspiration for 
numerous notable novelists. Among them, Harriet Jacobs explores the struggles of enslaved 
individuals seeking freedom in "Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl" (1861). Through her works 
"Passing" (1929) and "Quicksand" (1928), Nella Larsen delves into the psychological and social 
complexities of individuals navigating racial boundaries in early 20th-century America. Charles 
Chesnutt's "The House Behind the Cedars" (1900) intricately intertwines the theme of "Passing" 
with family secrets and societal expectations, offering insightful reflections on racial identity in the 



  
 

Unveiling the Dynamics of Reverse Passing and Transracialism: Navigating Identity and 
Authenticity  

 

65 

 

post-Reconstruction South. Additionally, Fanon's "Black Skin, White Masks" (1952) provides a 
critical analysis of the psychological effects of colonialism and racism on Black identity, 
contributing to the discourse on "Passing" and racial identity in literature. 

2.  Unraveling the Complexities of Passing in Fanon's "Black Skin, White Masks" (1952) 
 Volk (2017) suggests that for those who pass, the color line presents a dual challenge: they 
must navigate social structures deliberately designed to exclude them while also remaining acutely 
aware of the risks involved if their true identity is revealed. The threat of harm, along with the 
psychological impact of "Passing", ensures that the passer can never fully revert to their previous 
identity. This struggle between wanting recognition as Black while desiring to pass as White is 
vividly depicted in Fanon's "Black Skin, White Masks" (1952). This seminal work delves into the 
psychological experiences of Black individuals in societies dominated by Whiteness, drawing on 
Fanon's personal background as a Caribbean-born man who studied psychiatry in France. Through 
his book, Fanon offers a thought-provoking perspective on how racism engenders psychological 
distress among people of color. 
 Fanon's groundbreaking work provides a profound exploration of race, identity, and the 
complex phenomenon of "Passing." Set against the backdrop of colonialism and racial oppression, 
the author examines the psychological experiences of Black individuals navigating predominantly 
White societies. His analysis of this form of crossing racial boundaries goes beyond the surface level 
of racial mimicry as he delves into the psychological motivations and consequences of this practice. 
The author thus explores how "Passing" entails a profound alienation from one's authentic self, as 
individuals suppress their racial identity to conform to societal expectations. Additionally, Fanon 
(1952) highlights the existential crisis faced by passers, who must navigate the delicate balance 
between authenticity and survival in a hostile racial environment. Seen through the prism of 
"Passing", Fanon exposes the contradictions and injustices inherent in colonial and post-colonial 
societies, inviting readers to critically examine the construction of racial identity and the 
mechanisms of oppression. 
 Furthermore, the desire for Black individuals to be White is a prominent theme in "Black 
Skin, White Masks". Fanon (1952) explores this phenomenon in connection to interracial 
relationships in chapters two and three, where having a White partner is seen as granting access to 
a previously forbidden White world. According to the author, the aspiration to be White arises 
from a society's power imbalance, where White people are perceived to have greater opportunities 
and economic advantages. However, Fanon emphasizes that a Black person cannot become White; 
they will always remain Black. Therefore, the desire to assume a White identity leads to a 
psychological dilemma, causing individuals to lose their sense of self. 
 Fanon (1952) hence delves into the intricate dynamics of "Passing" and its repercussions, 
revealing how it fuels self-hatred and internalized racism within the Black community. He 
contends that the pursuit of Whiteness as a symbol of success and acceptance prompts a rejection of 
one's own Black identity and cultural heritage. This internalized racism, as Fanon argues, only 
serves to reinforce the oppressive systems that marginalize Black individuals. His exploration of 
such concepts in "Black Skin, White Masks" offers valuable insights into the complexities of race, 
identity, and power. The writer moreover challenges readers to confront the destructive impact of 
racism on individual psyches, urging them to recognize the significance of embracing and affirming 
Black identity in the face of systemic oppression. 



 

Zahra Ines GAFOUR 

  

66 

 

 
3. Navigating Passing in Nella Larson's "Passing" (1929) 

Nella Larson's novel "Passing" (1929) offers a compelling exploration of racial identity, 
societal expectations, and the complex phenomenon of "Passing" in early 20th-century America. Set 
against the backdrop of Harlem's vibrant cultural scene, the novel delves into the lives of two 
biracial women, Irene Redfield and Clare Kendry, who navigate the intricacies of race, class, and 
identity. Irene lives as a Black woman within the Black community, while Clare passes as White to 
access the privileges denied to her as a Black woman. Larson's narrative provides a nuanced 
portrayal of the tensions and consequences of "Passing", shedding light on the psychological, social, 
and cultural complexities of racial identity in a racially stratified society. 

Through Irene and Clare's experiences, Larson (1929) illuminates the challenges faced by 
individuals who straddle racial boundaries and grapple with questions of authenticity and 
belonging. Irene's ambivalence towards "Passing" reflects the internal conflicts many Black 
Americans faced during the Harlem Renaissance, torn between the desire for social acceptance and 
the preservation of racial pride. Clare, on the other hand, embodies the risks and sacrifices inherent 
in such practice, as she navigates the precarious balance between privilege and identity. In essence, 
Larson's exploration of such a concept offers readers a window into the complexities of racial 
identity formation and the ways in which individuals negotiate their sense of self within a society 
defined by racial hierarchies. 

According to Churchill (2017), Larsen's "Passing" (1929) primarily portrays Black characters 
who pass as White to varying degrees, seamlessly transitioning between different outer identities as 
they see fit. Some protagonists pass only when it is convenient and advantageous, yet they still 
embrace their Black identity within their Black communities. Others fully embrace a White identity, 
concealing their Black heritage. Irene exemplifies someone who passes only when necessary. For 
instance, she passes to enjoy an iced tea at Drayton's, a White hotel, but she always remembers her 
Black identity and remains dedicated to her community in Harlem. 

Churchill (2017) further argues that such an act is merely a convenience for Irene, allowing 
her to navigate White society without ridicule or exclusion. Yet, Irene never denies her Black 
identity and only passes when alone at Drayton's. In contrast, characters like Gertrude, Irene's 
childhood friend, fully embrace "Passing" and even desire light-skinned children to assimilate into 
White society. On the other hand, characters like Clare have entirely passed, rejecting their Black 
origins and living among White people. Clare deceives her husband, who believes she is entirely 
White, and expresses her belief that her lifestyle, devoid of any Black identity, is superior to Irene's. 
Clare benefits greatly from her White privilege, enjoying wealth, and protection from 
discrimination, exclusion, and racial violence. 

Thus, it can be posited that the characters in the novel continually blur, challenge, and defy 
the binary notion of race by navigating multiple identities. For instance, Irene ridicules the belief 
held by the White residents of Drayton that they can consistently distinguish between Black and 
White individuals. They are frequently deceived, as Black heritage does not always conform to 
conventional perceptions. Characters like Clare and Irene exemplify racial ambivalence and 
fluidity, raising questions about the validity of race as an inherent and distinct hereditary 
classification. They illustrate how race is constructed and performed, despite its tangible 
implications for individuals. This concept is crucial because it undermines racism, which relies on 
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the belief in fixed racial categories. At the same time, it poses a potential threat to Black identity, 
challenging notions based solely on genetics rather than shared lived experiences. 

Larsen (97: 1929) presents a complex perspective on "Passing" and its implications for Black 
identity and race. One of Irene's casual remarks encapsulates the book's central theme: ―It is funny 
about „Passing.‟ We disapprove of it and at the same time condone it. It excites our contempt and yet we 
rather admire it. We shy away from it with a kind of revulsion, but we protect it‖. This statement 
underscores the conflicting attitudes and ambivalence surrounding the adoption of one or both 
identities. "Passing" was thus seen as a necessity for survival in a White environment that refused to 
accept these individuals for who they were. However, it was also viewed with disdain because it 
meant sacrificing one's ancestry and culture. 
 

4. Reverse Passing: White Skin, Black Masks 
 Throughout history, "Passing" has predominantly been viewed through the lens of Black 
individuals seeking to assimilate into White society. However, "Reverse Passing" offers a different 
perspective, as it involves White individuals passing as Black. This phenomenon sheds light on the 
complexities of racial identity and privilege from a different angle. In the early 20th century, when 
racial segregation and discrimination were pervasive, some light-skinned Black individuals saw the 
practice of "Passing" as a means of escaping the harsh realities of racism. Laws like the Jim Crow 
laws enforced racial segregation and systemic oppression, making life difficult for Black people. 
Moreover, such a phenomenon offered these individuals a chance to access privileges and 
opportunities that were otherwise denied to them based on their racial identity. 

However, when "Passing" is performed by individuals who inherently hold more privilege, 
such as White individuals, it takes on a different dynamic. In these cases, "Passing" can be seen as a 
form of trespassing or appropriation. It becomes problematic when someone with societal privilege 
chooses to adopt the identity of a marginalized group for personal gain or entertainment, without 
fully understanding or experiencing the struggles associated with that identity. Furthermore, 
passing from a position of privilege can perpetuate inequalities and reinforce stereotypes. It may 
trivialize the experiences of those who live with the daily realities of racial discrimination and 
systemic oppression. Passing as Black while benefiting from White privilege can also undermine 
efforts to dismantle racial hierarchies and achieve true racial equality. 

Lipika Pelham (2017) in her interview with BBC Radio 4's "Today" program stated that: 
“These people can darken their skin because they are privileged enough to do that. They can always go back to 
their White background, their White families, and their White world. So, this is an illegitimate identity 
performance. And that‟s something we have to understand is no longer acceptable”. Furthermore, "Reverse 
Passing" can be defined as the process by which Whites shed their White racial identity in exchange 
for a nonWhite racial identity.  

Pelham (2017) describes this practice as an "illegitimate identity performance," highlighting 
the problematic nature of adopting an identity that one can abandon at will. This act is particularly 
concerning because it trivializes the lived experiences of individuals from marginalized racial 
backgrounds who cannot shed their identity and the associated societal challenges. The scholar 
thus argues that this behavior is no longer acceptable, underscoring the need for a deeper 
understanding of the complexities surrounding identity and privilege. 
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Khaled A. Beydoun and Erika K. Wilson (309: 2017) define the concept as ―the process by 
which Whites disavow their White identity and present themselves as nonWhite. We label individuals who 
undertake this process as reverse passers‖. The authors distinguish between two forms of "Reverse 
Passing": legal and cultural. Legal reverse passing refers to instances where individuals pass as 
Black to access legal, educational, and economic benefits. This may involve individuals who are 
racially ambiguous or have a light skin tone presenting themselves as Black to qualify for 
affirmative action programs, scholarships, or other opportunities intended for Black individuals. By 
assuming a Black identity, they gain access to resources and privileges that they might not have had 
if they identified as White. This form of passing is primarily motivated by the desire for economic 
advancement and social mobility. 

On the other hand, cultural reverse passing involves individuals adopting a Black identity to 
gain social and political benefits. This could include joining Black communities, participating in 
Black cultural events, or engaging in activism related to Black issues. Unlike legal reverse passing, 
which focuses on tangible benefits, cultural reverse passing is more about cultural affinity and 
solidarity. Passers in this context may feel a connection to Black culture or identify with the 
struggles of the Black community, leading them to embrace a Black identity for social and political 
reasons. 

Both forms of "Reverse Passing" challenge traditional notions of racial identity and privilege. 
Legal reverse passing raises questions about the effectiveness and fairness of affirmative action 
policies, while cultural reverse passing challenges assumptions about who can claim membership 
in the Black community and participate in Black social and political movements. By exploring these 
two facets of such a phenomenon, Beydoun and Wilson (2017) highlight the complexities of race 
and identity in contemporary society. 

It can be argued that the exploration of "Reverse Passing" reveals the intricate dynamics of 
racial identity and privilege. Through its legal and cultural forms, individuals navigate societal 
structures to access economic, educational, social, and political benefits. However, this practice 
raises questions about authenticity, appropriation, and the perpetuation of racial inequalities. 
Ultimately, understanding race as a social construct shaped by power dynamics and historical 
context is crucial. As society grapples with issues of racial identity and equality, this concept serves 
as a reminder of the ongoing complexities and challenges surrounding race in contemporary 
society. 
 

5. Dynamics of Identity and Authenticity: Reverse Passing and Transracialism 
 The term "Transracial Identity" emerged in scientific discourse around 2017, describing 
individuals who identify with a different ethnicity or nationality than the one associated with their 
biological ancestry. These individuals feel a strong attraction to a particular race or culture, often in 
contrast to the one they were born into. Transracial people may adjust their appearance to align 
more closely with the race they identify with and engage in activities associated with that race. 

Many scholars associate "Transracialism" with "Passing." Traditionally, "Passing" involves 
individuals from marginalized racial groups presenting themselves as White in order to access 
societal privileges and opportunities that are otherwise denied based on their race. In contrast, 
"Transracialism" differs in that it entails individuals actively choosing to identify with a different 
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racial or ethnic group, rather than simply attempting to assimilate into a dominant group for the 
sake of survival. 

Critics argue that "Transracialism" represents a form of privilege that many Black people did 
not have during periods of racial segregation and discrimination. While "Passing" was often a 
means of survival for Black individuals, "Transracialism" is perceived as a choice, highlighting the 
complexities of race, identity, and privilege. Unlike the "Passing" phenomenon, which was often 
motivated by the desire to escape systemic oppression, "Transracialism" may stem from a genuine 
affinity or connection to a particular culture or community. However, it also raises questions about 
authenticity, cultural appropriation, and the fluidity of racial identity in contemporary society. 

Sarah Samira El-Taki (2017) in her article "White Skin, Black Masks: Rachel Dolezal, Cultural 
Appropriation and the Myth of Trans-Racialism" quoted Beydoun and Wilson who stated: 

―To be sure, reverse passing and transracialism pose very real yet hidden dangers to 
historically marginalized people of color...by its very nature, transracialism is 
available and utilized primarily by Whites. Whites can use principles of 
transracialism to reverse pass and take advantage of the benefits of race-conscious 
affirmative action programs, to the exclusion of people of color who have historically 
been and continue to be denied meaningful access to important institutions and 
programs. Furthermore, a primary danger posed by transracialism is its shoring up of 
White privilege: If anything, to believe that one can transfer one’s identity in this way 
is a privilege—maybe even the highest manifestation of White privilege. The act itself 
is evidence of that privilege, and the increased exercise of reverse passing by Whites 
enhances White supremacy by shifting the sparse resources reserved for nonWhites 
into the hands of Whites‖ (3: 2017).  

According to the authors, the new definition of "Transracialism" represents a significant 
expansion of its original concept. Initially, the term was understood as the adoption of a different 
racial or ethnic identity through adoption or personal identification. However, the definition has 
evolved to encompass the belief that individuals can identify as a different race than what they 
were assigned at birth, based on their personal affinity or belief that another race better represents 
who they are as a person. This broadened definition challenges traditional notions of racial identity, 
which are often tied to one's biological ancestry or physical appearance. It suggests that race is not 
solely determined by genetics or phenotype but can also be shaped by personal experiences, 
cultural connections, and individual beliefs about identity. 

It can thus be argued that "Transracialism" in this sense reflects the fluidity and complexity 
of racial identity in contemporary society. It acknowledges that race is not fixed and immutable but 
can be subject to interpretation and self-definition. Individuals who identify as transracial may 
express their affinity for a particular race through various means, such as adopting cultural 
practices, participating in community events, or even altering their appearance to align with their 
chosen racial identity. However, this expanded definition of "Transracialism" also raises questions 
about authenticity, cultural appropriation, and the implications of racial identity being based on 
subjective beliefs rather than objective criteria. Critics argue that such a concept may trivialize the 
experiences of marginalized racial groups and undermine efforts to address systemic racism. 
Nonetheless, it represents a significant shift in how society understands and discusses race, 
highlighting the ongoing evolution of racial identity in contemporary discourse. 
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6. Rachel Dolezal: A Case Study in Reverse Passing and Transracialism 

 Rachel Dolezal's case has sparked significant debate and controversy surrounding concepts 
such as "Reverse Passing" and "Transracialism". As a case study, Dolezal's story provides valuable 
insight into the complexities of racial identity and privilege in contemporary society and discourse. 
By examining Dolezal's experiences in the context of both concepts, a deeper understanding of the 
nuances and challenges associated with these concepts emerges.  
 In 2015, Rachel Dolezal, an American citizen, garnered widespread attention when it was 
revealed that she, a White woman, had adopted the identity of a Black woman, altering her 
appearance to fit her claimed racial identity. During an interview, when asked about her racial 
background, Dolezal responded evasively, avoiding a direct affirmation or negation of her African 
American heritage. Subsequent investigation uncovered that she had stylized her hair and 
darkened her complexion to mimic that of a light-skinned Black woman. 
 Drawing from Beydoun and Wilson's analysis (2017), reverse passing from White to 
nonWhite, has historically received little attention, particularly within legal scholarship and 
commentary. However, Rachel Dolezal's case brought this phenomenon to the forefront, sparking 
discussions about the fluidity of racial identity and the concept of "Transracialism". Dolezal's 
transition from a White woman to a self-identified Black woman garnered significant attention and 
raised questions about authenticity and the boundaries of racial identity. 

Born to White parents in Lincoln County, Montana, Dolezal's upbringing was rooted in her 
Czech and German ancestry. Despite her White background, Dolezal developed a strong affinity 
for Black culture from an early age. She pursued a graduate degree in fine arts with a focus on Black 
narrative painting from Howard University, a historically Black institution in Washington, D.C. 
However, Dolezal's time at Howard University was marred by controversy when she sued the 
institution for discrimination, alleging bias against her because of her race. The lawsuit was 
ultimately dismissed, but it marked a turning point in Dolezal's relationship with Black culture. 
Gradually, she began to shed her White identity and embrace a new identity as a ―light-skinned black 
woman" ( Beydoun and Wilson, 286: 2017) despite lacking the ancestry and lived experiences 
typically associated with that identity. 

Beydoun and Wilson (2017) further argue that Dolezal transformed herself into a Black 
woman by tanning her skin, adopting various hairstyles traditionally associated with Black women, 
leading the Spokane chapter of the NAACP, and working as an adjunct lecturer in Africana Studies 
at Eastern Washington University. She presented herself to the world as a Black woman, despite 
being born White. This racial presentation was successful until a Spokane, Washington reporter 
publicly outed her on June 11, 2015, by presenting a picture of Dolezal's parents to her on camera. 
Following this revelation, Dolezal retreated from the public eye and began to distance herself from 
the racial identity she had maintained for years. Despite being exposed as White, Dolezal continued 
to assert, without biological or ancestral basis, that she was Black stating that:  

―I identify as Black. It’s not a costume . . . It’s not something that I can put on and take 
off anymore. Blackness better defines who I am philosophically and socially than 
Whiteness does…. I really just prefer to be exactly who I am, and black is really the 
closest race and cultural category that represents the essence of who I am‖ (Beydoun 
and Wilson, 287: 2017).  
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Dolezal's case ignited a significant discourse on issues pertaining to racial identity, cultural 
appropriation, and authenticity. Her decision to adopt a Black identity and her subsequent actions 
raised questions about the boundaries of self-identification, the role of physical appearance in racial 
categorization, and the cultural implications of name changes. Despite facing public scrutiny and 
controversy, Dolezal has continued to assert her identification as Black. 

El-Taki (2017) argues that more recently, Dolezal has made headlines once again by legally 
changing her name to Nkechi Diallo, a West African name, and publishing her autobiography, "In 
Full Color: Finding My Place in a Black and White World" (2017). This ongoing saga has reignited 
debates about privilege, representation, and the challenges encountered by marginalized 
communities. Moreover,  Dolezal's actions have stirred significant controversy, sparking 
discussions across social media platforms and cultural circles. Her case represents a notable, 
perhaps the most prominent, instance of reverse passing from a White to a Black identity, marking 
a significant shift in public discourse on race and identity. 

There have been three or four images of Dolezal that the media has circulated while 
reporting on this topic following her transformation. In each image, one can observe different 
hairstyles that she has adopted to emulate those commonly found within the African American 
community. El-Taki (2017)  contends that while this may seem like a minor cosmetic detail, hair 
holds significant cultural and social importance within communities of African descent, leading to 
discussions of cultural appropriation. The importance of hairstyles in the identification of Dolezal 
as a Black woman is readily apparent. 

Some commentators have drawn parallels between Dolezal's change in appearance and the 
historical methods employed by Black and Asian women to pass as White. For individuals of 
African descent, the history of "Passing" is not solely connected to skin color but also to hair texture. 
Historical techniques used by state officials, such as pencil or comb tests, aimed to determine one's 
race based on how the object passed through the subject's hair, resulting in classifications of White, 
Black, or Colored. Extreme measures are often taken to chemically alter the condition of one's hair 
in an attempt to either strip racial indicators or conform to Eurocentric beauty standards. Hair 
texture serves as both a signifier of beauty and a factor in employment discrimination, particularly 
concerning natural hairstyles such as Afros and locs. 

Dolezal's transformation ignited heated discussions about race, identity, and privilege, 
unveiling the intricate dance of navigating racial boundaries in modern society. Her case serves as a 
poignant illustration of the complexities and hurdles of "Reverse Passing", casting a revealing light 
on the broader themes of racial authenticity and cultural appropriation. 

According to Arya (2021), cultural appropriation is known to occur when members of a 
dominant group adopt elements of a minority culture in a manner that is exploitative, disrespectful 
or reinforces stereotypes. It involves using objects or aspects of a non-dominant culture without 
acknowledging or respecting their original meaning or giving credit to their source. This can 
include the unauthorized use of cultural practices, such as dress or dance, without permission. 

One can argue that while cultural exchange and blending can lead to positive outcomes and 
the creation of new cultural expressions, the problem arises when dominant cultural groups exploit 
elements of non-dominant cultures without understanding or respecting their significance. For 
example, country music, which emerged from the blending of African American blues and 
European folk music, is a product of cultural exchange that enriches both traditions. 
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However, the issue arises when dominant groups appropriate cultural elements without 
regard for their cultural significance or the experiences of the group from which they are taken. 
This can perpetuate harmful stereotypes, reinforce power imbalances, and contribute to the 
marginalization of minority cultures. In essence, cultural appropriation occurs when there is a lack 
of understanding, respect, and acknowledgment of the origins and significance of cultural 
elements, leading to their misuse or exploitation by dominant groups: ―Cultural appropriation is 
important because it concerns the phenomenon of exploitation that has existed historically and continues to do 
so between cultures of unequal power‖ (Arya, 2: 2021).  

Pelham (2017) contends that when individuals from racial or sexual minority groups adopt 
an identity, they often do so as a means of survival. However, when someone from a dominant 
group adopts the identity of a marginalized group, it is considered illegitimate. The case of Rachel 
Dolezal who falsely claimed a Black identity, is according to the author a notable example of this 
phenomenon. This form of "Reverse Passing" is referred to as "Trespassing" and occurs when 
"Passing" is not authentic or legitimate. In other words, Pelham (2017) describes cultural 
appropriation as a type of "Reverse Passing" in which individuals selectively adopt elements of a 
minority heritage or identity to fit their narrative while disregarding or sanitizing the remainder to 
appeal to a broader audience. She emphasizes the power dynamics involved in "Passing", especially 
in the context of racial passing. Thus, the act of a minority passing as White to evade oppression is 
not equivalent to a White person adopting ethnic minority traits for personal benefit. 

Many scholars have aligned with Dolezal's perspective, contending that race is a social 
construct and is increasingly being viewed as a tool for self-identification that is inherently fluid. 
From this standpoint, race is seen as a flexible and subjective concept, shaped by societal norms and 
individual experiences rather than fixed biological characteristics. Proponents of this view argue 
that individuals should have the freedom to identify with the racial or ethnic group that resonates 
most with their personal experiences and cultural affiliations. Rebecca Tuval writes in her paper "In 
Defence of Transracial "that: 

―the recognition of transracial identity might eventually involve a shift away from an 
emphasis on ancestral ties or skin color of origin toward an emphasis on racial self-
identification… So what does this imply about the possibility of changing races? It 
implies that although ancestry is a particularly valued determinant of race in 
American society, it is no more predictive of one's ―actual‖ race than any other 
determinant because one's ―actual‖ race is a matter of social definition. This does not 
mean that social constructs have no real force, but rather that, as a construct, race is 
malleable‖( 266: 2017).  

However, many others argue that this perspective can be dangerous, particularly when 
considering the historical and ongoing systemic inequalities rooted in racial discrimination. It can 
be posited that the fluidity of race may undermine efforts to address systemic racism and 
disparities, as it can allow individuals to selectively adopt or disown aspects of their racial identity 
based on convenience or personal preference. This approach overlooks the lived experiences and 
struggles of marginalized communities and perpetuates a shallow understanding of race that fails 
to address structural injustices: ―Of course, I do not dispute that race and our interactions with each other 
based on race is a social construct however I object to the notion that this entire construct can be collapsed by 
the braiding of one‟s hair or the application of a darker shade of makeup.‖ (El-Taki, 9: 2017).  
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Furthermore, critics argue that embracing a fluid view of race may overlook the complex 
interplay of power dynamics and privilege that shape racial identities. By treating race as merely a 
matter of individual choice, this perspective may obscure the structural barriers and inequalities 
faced by racialized groups, perpetuating a false narrative of post-racialism and erasing the 
experiences of systemic oppression: ―A principal and visceral objection to Rachel‟s claim to Blackness is 
that, if we accept Rachel as Black if we indulge the „foolishness of trans-Blackness‟, then we are authorizing 
wholesale access to the continued plunder of Blackness by Whites‖ (D. Sajnani, 3: n.d).  

As the discourse around Dolezal continues to evolve, it underscores the necessity of 
examining the implications of these concepts within the broader context of systemic inequalities 
and the ethical considerations surrounding cultural appropriation and identity formation. 
Moreover, this case highlights the ongoing debates about the legitimacy of racial identity and the 
responsibilities that accompany its adoption in a society still grappling with the legacies of racial 
discrimination. 
 

7. Media Narratives: Unpacking the Dolezal Controversy  
The controversy surrounding Rachel Dolezal did not escape media scrutiny, with 

widespread coverage amplifying the public debate and intensifying the contentious nature of her 
case. Dolezal, a White woman who publicly identified and lived as Black, became a focal point for 
discussions on race and identity. News outlets such as "The Washington Post" and "CNN" 
prominently highlighted the public’s sense of betrayal, framing her actions as a deliberate act of 
deception. Allyson Chiu (2017), writing for "The Washington Post", noted that after Dolezal's racial 
background was exposed, she claimed to have faced discrimination as a White woman, which 
further complicated public perceptions of her identity and motivations. Likewise, Faith Karimi 
(2018) in "CNN" explored the legal ramifications of Dolezal’s actions, positioning her within a 
broader discourse on racial fraud and the ethical boundaries of identity. Both these media 
narratives largely presented Dolezal as someone who manipulated race for personal gain, 
reinforcing public notions that "Reverse Passing" is synonymous with cultural appropriation and 
inauthenticity. 

However, not all media coverage was so straightforward or condemnatory. More nuanced 
perspectives emerged from outlets like "Time" and "The New York Times", which sought to explore 
the complexity of Dolezal’s motivations and identity. Charlotte Alter (2015), writing for "Time", 
acknowledged the controversy surrounding Dolezal but suggested that her actions might reflect 
deeper psychological and sociocultural struggles with identity. Alter hinted at the possibility that 
Dolezal’s case could be viewed through the lens of a broader existential quest for belonging rather 
than mere deception. Similarly, Richard Pérez-Peña (2015) in "The New York Times" provided a 
historical comparison, linking Dolezal's story to earlier forms of racial passing, thus questioning 
whether her case illustrates the fluidity of racial categories in modern society. These more measured 
viewpoints highlight the notion that, while much of the media framed Dolezal negatively, her story 
also sparked meaningful debates about identity, race, and whether these constructs are as fixed as 
traditionally assumed. 

In "The Guardian", Steven W. Thrasher (2015) examined Dolezal’s case within the broader 
context of America’s preoccupation with race, suggesting that her story underscored a deep societal 
discomfort with racial ambiguity. The author critiqued the view that Dolezal’s actions could be 



 

Zahra Ines GAFOUR 

  

74 

 

dismissed as harmless self-expression, framing them instead as part of the larger issue of cultural 
appropriation—where White individuals exploit Black identity without facing the systemic 
oppression that comes with it. This perspective points to the power dynamics and privileges 
inherent in "Reverse Passing," reinforcing the idea that it is not just an individual act of identity 
negotiation but one deeply intertwined with issues of race, privilege, and societal structures. 

These varied portrayals underscore the media’s influential role in shaping the public 
narrative around "Reverse Passing" and "Transracialism." Through its coverage, the media not only 
mirrors societal discomfort with racial ambiguity but also highlights the tension between two 
conflicting views of race: as a fixed, inherent characteristic versus a more fluid, performative 
construct. Dolezal's case, as represented in the media, thus becomes a microcosm for the larger 
cultural debate on identity, authenticity, and the boundaries of race in an evolving social landscape. 

Ultimately, it can be argued that whether Dolezal's case is deemed "Reverse Passing", 
"Transracialism", or something else entirely, it underscores the need for thoughtful and nuanced 
discussions about race, identity, and the power dynamics at play in society:  

―Transracialism will not affirm the beginning of a post-race society, much in the same 
way as Barack Obama’s election did not equal out the playing field. Instead, 
transracialism, if celebrated in such a way, will further undermine people of colour. 
After years of writing, art, demonstrations, lectures, speeches, and imprisoning of 
political leaders it has brought about very little change, especially when we consider 
the position of African Americans. What does it say about our society that all it took 
was the act of blackface for a White woman to suddenly awaken us from the slumber 
of accepting the racial hierarchy? What does it say about Rebecca Tuvel to write about 
Rachel Dolezal as the beginning of racial fluidity without including a single text by a 
person of colour? What does it mean when Mitchell cites two White historians on 
their views of blackface and minstrel shows? It means that this vision of post-race 
does not include the views, feelings, or considerations of actual people of colour. If we 
occupy neither the centre nor the periphery, whilst White people are granted the 
privilege to fluctuate between races and speak on behalf of all of us, where do people 
of colour exist in this vision of a post-race world?‖ (El-Taki, 11: 2017). 
 

 The act of "Reverse Passing" or identifying as a different race raises critical questions about 
authenticity and legitimacy. When individuals from privileged backgrounds adopt identities 
associated with marginalized groups, it can undermine the struggles faced by those who genuinely 
inhabit those identities. This phenomenon risks trivializing the lived experiences of individuals 
who navigate systemic discrimination and exclusion based on their racial heritage. As a result, it 
may foster resentment and backlash within communities that feel their identities are being co-opted 
or misrepresented. 

Moreover, the discourse surrounding "Transracialism" and "Reverse Passing" challenges 
traditional notions of racial identity, prompting society to reconsider the fluidity of race. While this 
can lead to greater acceptance and understanding of diverse identities, it may also create tensions 
regarding who gets to define and claim those identities. For instance, when public figures or 
individuals with significant social capital engage in these practices, they may inadvertently shape 
public perceptions of race in ways that further complicate discussions about privilege and power. 
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In contemporary society, the effects of such acts are particularly evident in discussions about 
cultural appropriation, social justice, and representation. As these concepts gain traction, they invite 
critical examination of who is deemed "authentic" within racial or cultural groups and who has the 
authority to speak on behalf of these communities. The consequences of these dynamics can 
manifest in various spheres, including media representation, policy-making, and social movements, 
where the voices of marginalized groups must be prioritized and respected. 

Ultimately, engaging in these discussions not only fosters greater awareness of the 
complexities surrounding race and identity but also encourages a more inclusive and equitable 
society. It is essential to approach these issues with sensitivity and an understanding of the 
historical contexts that inform them, ensuring that the narratives of those most affected by these 
phenomena are amplified and validated. 
 
Conclusion  

The exploration of "Reverse Passing" and "Transracialism" offers valuable insights into the 
complexities of identity and authenticity. Through this examination, the intricate interplay between 
race, culture, and power dynamics challenges traditional notions of racial identity and exposes the 
fluidity of human experience. The phenomenon of "Reverse Passing" sheds light on the ways in 
which individuals navigate their identities within systems of privilege and oppression. By adopting 
the identity of a marginalized group, individuals may seek to access certain advantages or escape 
the constraints of their own social status. However, this appropriation can be seen as a form of 
cultural exploitation, perpetuating inequalities and erasing the lived experiences of those within the 
marginalized community. 

On the other hand, "Transracialism" introduces a nuanced understanding of racial identity, 
suggesting that one's race is not necessarily determined by biological ancestry but can be shaped by 
personal identification and cultural affiliation. This concept challenges essentialist views of race and 
opens up possibilities for self-determination and empowerment. Nevertheless, both of the explored 
concepts raise ethical questions regarding authenticity and respect for diverse cultural identities. 
While individuals may have the freedom to explore and adopt different aspects of identity, they 
must do so with sensitivity and awareness of the historical and social contexts in which these 
identities are situated. 

Ultimately, the study of "Reverse Passing" and "Transracialism" invites one to reconsider the 
understanding of race and identity in a rapidly changing world. By acknowledging the 
complexities and contradictions inherent in these phenomena, society can move towards a more 
inclusive and equitable future, where all individuals are valued and respected for their unique 
experiences and perspectives. 
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