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Everyone covers. To cover is to tone down a disfavored identity to fit into the mainstream. 
In our increasingly diverse society, all of us are outside the mainstream in some way. 
Nonetheless, being deemed mainstream is still often a necessity of social life. For this 
reason, every reader of this book has covered, whether consciously or not, and sometimes 
at significant personal cost.  

Famous examples of covering abound. Ramón Estévez covered his ethnicity when he 
changed his name to Martin Sheen, as did Krishna Bhanji when he changed his name to Ben 
Kingsley. Margaret Thatcher covered her status as a woman when she trained with a voice 
coach to lower the timbre of her voice. Long after they came out as lesbians, Rosie 
O'Donnell and Mary Cheney still covered, keeping their same-sex partners out of the public 
eye. Issur Danielovitch Demsky covered his Judaism when he became Kirk Douglas, as did 
Joseph Levitch when he became Jerry Lewis. Franklin Delano Roosevelt covered his 
disability by ensuring his wheelchair was always hidden behind a desk before his Cabinet 
entered.  

I doubt any of these people covered willingly. I suspect they were all bowing to an unjust 
reality that required them to tone down their stigmatized identities to get along in life. 
Sheen says he needed to "get a name people could pronounce and connect with" if he 
"wanted to work commercially." Yet he now regrets having done so, and has exhorted his 
sons -- Emilio and Charlie -- to use the family name. One of them has not done so, signaling 
the enduring force of the covering demand.  

In a supposedly enlightened age, the persistence of the covering demand presents a puzzle. 
Today, race, national origin, sex, religion, and disability are all protected by federal civil 
rights laws. An increasing number of states and localities include sexual orientation in civil 
rights laws as well. Albeit with varying degrees of conviction, Americans have come to a 
consensus that people should not be penalized for being different along these dimensions. 
That consensus, however, does not protect individuals against demands that they mute 
those differences. We need an explanation for why the civil rights revolution has stalled on 
covering.  

Covering has enjoyed such a robust and stubborn life because it is a form of assimilation. At 
least since Hector St. John de Crévecoeur's 1782 Letters from an American Farmer, this 
country has touted assimilation as the way Americans of different backgrounds would be 
"melted into a new race of men." By the time Israel Zangwill's play of that name was 
performed in 1908, the "melting pot" had acquired the burnish of an American ideal. Only 
with the civil rights movement of the 1960s was this ideal challenged in any systematic 
way, with calls to move "beyond the melting pot" and to "celebrate diversity." And 
notwithstanding that challenge, assimilation has never lost its hold on the American 
imagination. Indeed, as our country grows more pluralistic, we have seen a renaissance of 
the melting pot ideal. Fearful that we are spinning apart into balkanized groups, even 
liberals like Arthur Schlesinger have called for a recommitment to that ethic. In the United 
States, as in other industrialized democracies, we are seeing the "return of assimilation." 

I recognize the value of assimilation, which is often necessary to fluid social interaction, to 
peaceful coexistence, and even to the dialogue through which difference is valued. For that 
reason, this is no simple screed against conformity. What I urge here is that we approach 
the renaissance of assimilation in this country critically. We must be willing to see the dark 



side of assimilation, and specifically of covering, which is the most widespread form of 
assimilation required of us today.  

Covering is a hidden assault on our civil rights. We have not been able to see it as such 
because it has swaddled itself in the benign language of assimilation. But if we look closely, 
we will see that covering is the way many groups are being held back today. The reason 
racial minorities are pressured to "act white" is because of white supremacy. The reason 
women are told to downplay their child-care responsibilities in the workplace is because of 
patriarchy. And the reason gays are asked not to "flaunt" is because of homophobia. So 
long as such covering demands persist, American civil rights will not have completed its 
work.  

Unfortunately, the law has yet to perceive covering as a threat. Contemporary civil rights 
law generally only protects traits that individuals cannot change, like their skin color, 
chromosomes, or innate sexual orientations. This means that current law will not protect us 
against most covering demands, because such demands direct themselves at the behavioral 
aspects of our personhood. This is so despite the fact that covering imposes costs on us all.  

The universality of the covering demand, however, is also a potential boon for civil rights 
advocates. I, too, worry about our current practice of fracturing into groups, each clamoring 
for state and social solicitude. For this reason, I do not think we can move forward by 
focusing on old-fashioned group-based identity politics. We must instead build a new civil 
rights paradigm on what draws us together rather than on what drives us apart. Because 
covering applies to us all, it provides an issue around which we can make common cause. 
This is the desire for authenticity, our common human wish to express ourselves without 
being impeded by unreasoning demands for conformity.  

I thought I would make this argument in purely political terms. As a law professor, I have 
become accustomed to the tones of legal impersonality. But I came to see that I could not 
compose an argument about the importance of human authenticity without risking such 
authenticity myself. So I have written this book in a more intimate voice, blending memoir 
with argument. In trying to make the stakes of assimilation vivid, I draw on my attempts to 
elaborate my identity as a gay man, and, to a lesser extent, my identity as an Asian-
American.  

Yet this is not a standard "coming out" narrative or racial memoir. I follow the Romantics 
here in their belief that if a human life is described with enough particularity, the universal 
will begin to speak through it. What interests me about my story, and the stories of others, 
is how similar they are in revealing the bones of our common human endeavor, the 
yearning for human emancipation that stirs within us all.  
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