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PREFACE 

 

The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Martin Ahrens conducted by 

Whitney Dow on January 27th, 2018. This interview is part of the Study on White People.  

 The reader is asked to bear in mind that they are reading a verbatim transcript of the 

spoken word, rather than written prose. 



 

 

Q: So, first of all, can you tell me your name, where you’re from, and a little about yourself? 

 

Ahrens: [11:08:45] Okay. My name is Martin Ahrens, and I was born in England and I grew up 

in Canada. 

 

Q: Where in Canada? 

 

Ahrens: [11:08:54] A small town west of Toronto [Canada]. 

 

Q: And what was growing up in Toronto like? What was the neighborhood like, the community, 

the era? 

 

Ahrens: [11:09:08] The era was a long time ago in the ’50s and ’60s. It wasn’t Toronto. It was a 

small town called Stratford [Canada], so it’s a very uniform kind of town. Everybody’s white, 

three-quarters of the people are Protestant and one-quarter are Catholic, and they’re all of 

Western European descent. 
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Q: I know that Canada is really interesting. The group had asked us to perhaps create a whiteness 

project for Canada and I do a lot of research on it. It’s sort of an interesting model because, 

because of the immigration policies, it was ninety-five percent white until the ’80s, I think? 

 

Ahrens: [11:10:01] Yes. All of the time that I lived there, yes. 

 

Q: Yes. Now, it’s changed dramatically since the laws are changed in that outside of the cities 

it’s still ninety-five-percent white. But inside the cities there’s like—Toronto is a minority-

majority city now. 

 

Ahrens: [11:10:18] Sure, yes. 

 

Q: How long did you live in Canada? Until what age? 

 

Ahrens: [11:10:24] Until I was thirty-eight. 

 

Q: Can you tell me a little about your time from growing up in the suburb until thirty-eight? 

What was your trajectory through life? 

 

Ahrens: [11:10:38] Up until that point? 

 

Q: Yes. 
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Ahrens: [11:10:40] Well, I grew up in that town. I went to college not far away from there. Like 

twenty-five miles away. I had one-year stint in college in Michigan, which was a huge 

diversification of my life. But most of my college was near home. I moved to Toronto, I moved 

to the west coast of Canada. Then I moved to Montreal [Canada], which was my real first contact 

with French Canada. Then I moved to the east coast to the province of New Brunswick [Canada]. 

Fishing villages and that kind of thing. So, it was really diverse. I ended up leaving Canada from 

Montreal in the end. 

 

Q: What took you out of Canada and I’m guessing to the U.S.? 

 

Ahrens: [11:11:32] A job. I moved to a suburb of New York to start a job there. 

 

Q: What do you do for a living? What’s your profession that took you from fishing villages to 

New York suburbs? 

 

Ahrens: [11:12:03] I’ve done a lot of different things. At that time, I was starting a job as a 

statistician. I’ve done that kind of analytics stuff through most of my professional life, eventually 

with like financial services companies and that kind of thing until I retired in 2009. Since then, 

I’ve been sort of semi-retired. But I’ve done a lot of other things. Truck driving and things like 

that. 

 

Q: What compelled you to get involved in this project? How did you end up in this chair? 
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Ahrens: [11:12:40] That’s a really good question. I don’t know. I guess I was in a very open 

mood. I was actually watching my son in a marathon, and the recruiter came around and started 

asking questions and mentioned the study, and I thought, ah, sure. Why not? That sounds like 

fun. So, here I am. 

 

Q: How is the experience so far going through and taking that survey? Obviously, you’re a 

statistician and you’re interested in data. 

 

Ahrens: Yes. 

 

Q: So, I’m guessing that you had some particular take on the experience of going through it. 

How was it personally to sort of go through those questions? 

 

Ahrens: [11:13:16] It was fine. I mean, it sounds like an interesting study. I’d be curious to know 

how it comes out. It’s also interesting that the survey is about white people as a theme. I don’t 

think I’ve ever participated in anything like that before, so I was—yes. It kept my interest—let’s 

put it that way—so far. 

 

Q: Well, do you think that studying white people and trying to sort of understand how white 

identity is created is even a valid pursuit? Or is it something that has any merit? 

 

Ahrens: [11:13:49] So, like I said, I’ve done a lot of work as a statistician in my life and so I 

know about sort of like trying to characterize things and grade profiles. So, sure. You can always 
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figure out a profile of any group that you’re interested in, and there’s a lot of subgroups 

obviously among who white people are. I also—there’s another side of me that always figures, 

well, no matter how much you divide people down into groups, ultimately we’re all individuals 

and each person has their own characteristics which are not fully satisfied or defined by the 

group itself. So, yes. 

 

Q: Yes. I think that the impetus for the project was that when I first started doing it as a media 

project I couldn’t find any data any white people. So, I started looking at all of these studies and 

there were lots of studies on people of color and lots of studies on all kinds of different groups. I 

had to sort of reverse engineer information to get any information on white people and I thought 

this was kind of weird. You know, white people are the dominant group in America. They’ve 

been the dominant group economically and socially in other words, and yet there’s a real focus in 

understanding groups that aren’t dominant. Sort of like the usual thing. Like, oh, so what actually 

is this? How do you actually understand it? So, we talk about not being experts in things. My 

work is sort of driven by the fact that I’m constantly amazed at how little I know and then trying 

to get some answers and trying to understand things better. 

 

So, can you talk to me a little bit about your identity? How do you think of yourself in the world, 

sort of the hierarchy of your identity when you describe yourself to people, or think about 

yourself in the context of your community? 

 

Ahrens: [11:16:04] Well, I guess I would think of myself as a spiritual person, as a person who 

has a lot of intellectual curiosity, a person who—I think of myself as a guy who is getting older. 
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That’s becoming increasingly important in my life. But a guy who tries all kinds of things and 

has done all kinds of things, so pretty diverse in that sense. I think unless it’s kind of thrust in my 

face by other forces at work in society I don’t think of myself as a white person. I mean, it 

certainly doesn’t characterize me in my own self-image any more than say the fact that I’m left-

handed or the fact that I don’t have a very good sense of physical balance. These are just 

incidental characteristics for me. 

 

Q: Do you think that being white has had any impact on your life? If it does, [you said it’s not 

important to you,] but do you think that actually it has had an impact? 

 

Ahrens: [11:17:21] Sure. Yes. I mean, I think there’s a sort of—I benefit from a sort of default 

sense of trust from people who don’t know me because, “Hey, I’m white, so I’m normal,” you 

know? There’s a certain package of assumptions one makes because I’m kind of like 

representative of the majority, superficially speaking at least. 

 

Q: Can you sort of think of any specific benefits that you’ve gotten from being white that you 

can identify professionally or anything like that where you’ve said, “Oh, yes. This is something 

that sort of flows from the fact that I’m a white”—I don’t know if you’re an American now. I’m 

guessing you are. 

 

Ahrens: [11:18:20] Yes, I am. Yes. So, right off of the top of my head, I can’t pinpoint any 

specific thing where I could say, “Oh, well, you know, I got that job because I’m white, or I got 

that girl because I’m white, [laughs] or whatever benefit I could imagine.” It’s sort of the 
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absence of certain things, you know? We’ve been all told that there are substantial dis-benefits 

associated with being members of other ethnic groups or other people of different colors, so I 

haven’t experienced those things. I guess in a negative kind of a way that counts as a benefit, you 

know? I have never suffered from the crime known as driving while black, for example. I’ve 

never felt that I was being closely monitored by a security guard in a store. So, I guess in a way, 

although I haven’t generally been very conscious of it because you’re not conscious of the 

absence of something, but I haven’t. I guess that’s been kind of a benefit of being white. 

 

Q: So, it sounds like you’re saying that one of the benefits to being white is not thinking about 

your race? 

 

Ahrens: [11:19:48] Yes. I think it makes sense. I haven’t had to think about my race unless I was 

in a much more diverse situation and then I usually am. 

 

Q: Can you describe a situation where you became really aware of your race? 

 

Ahrens: [11:20:12] Sure. I mean, I lived for a few years in New York and I would visit 

neighborhoods that were either Chinatown, or Harlem, or places where I was definitely a 

minority. I was very conscious of that fact. 

 

Q: Are you happy that you’re white? 
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Ahrens: [11:20:42] [Laughs] Am I happy? Yes. Yes, I’m happy that I’m white. I have enough 

challenges in my life without the challenges that I’m told one has by being members of certain 

other ethnic groups or racial groups. Yes. 

 

Q: Are there any drawbacks to being white? 

 

Ahrens: [11:21:11] Drawbacks to being white? There are times in modern America where, being 

white, you feel like your specific needs or your specific sensitivities are assumed to be trivial and 

of no interest, and we’ve seen what an extreme version of that sentiment can lead to politically. I 

can easily get the impression at times that by being members of certain other ethnic groups you 

can—one’s needs and sensitivities are taken more seriously. I don’t think as a white person I 

have any particular needs as a white person, but the fact that I do at times have personal 

problems, financial problems, and challenges like that—senses of genuinely not fitting in in 

certain communities—those things are considered to be sort of the trivial problems of those 

privileged white people. So, yes, that’s probably one of the drawbacks. 

 

Q: Yes. I think the phrase is “white-people problems.” That’s a white-people problem. 

 

Ahrens: Yes. 

 

Q: It’s not as if anybody is immune from trauma or anybody is immune from feeling pain. 

Having those feelings—I think you alluded to sort of a political moment, I think. Are you 

politically active? 
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Ahrens: [11:23:27] Not consistently, no. I’ve occasionally gotten excited about political 

movements and so on, but never consistently. I’m much too much of a butterfly for that. I just 

move on to something else. Or I have this terrible defect of sort of seeing the other side, too, and 

so it’s very hard to sort of maintain the kind of dogmatism that requires one to be dedicated to a 

political movement if you can see that everybody has a more or less valid point of view. 

 

Q: In the context of the current political moment, do you see that reaction to what you’re talking 

about as sort of the discounting of white people’s issues as a legitimate thing, something that’s 

connected to you, or something that’s a non-legitimate thing? 

 

Ahrens: [11:24:31] That was a fairly abstract question. 

 

Q: I’m trying not to like lead the witness. 

 

Ahrens: No. I get what you’re saying. 

 

Q: It’s in regards to—it’s that do you see that sort of—and I’m guessing. Let me sort of 

paraphrase. What I think you’re saying here is because the needs of people who aren’t white are 

at times disproportionately attended to or given preference to that the reaction in the political 

moment of sort of this populism and the thing that propelled Donald Trump into power, which 

I’m guessing you’re alluding to, is a valid response to a real condition. Because when I read the 

news, there’s people saying, “Oh, this is crazy. This is real. This is crazy. This is real. Or this is a 
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valid movement and this is not a valid movement if you’re on the left. It’s a valid movement if 

you’re on the right.” Where do you fall in your belief set? 

 

Ahrens: [11:25:31] Yes. The news media stereotypical image of the neglected, angry, and 

usually under-class white people who have flocked to support our current president is a real 

phenomenon and I think the sense of neglect felt by that community is real and justified because 

they think there really was neglect there. I think the feeling that sort of the leading lights of 

liberalism were not particularly attentive or interested in the stereotypical Rust Belt folks is very 

real. I know people in that community—people who feel very resentful about the general 

direction of society and how they’ve been left behind. Their sense of anger I can understand and 

sympathize with. 

 

On the other hand, I feel like the response represented by sort of the rise of white nationalism 

and of the desire to return to what some people might call traditional values will be completely 

ineffective and destructive and accomplish nothing other than serving the vested interests that are 

much more financially powerful than the working-class people who think that they’re going to be 

benefitted by the right-wing movements. I think they’re deluded. 

 

Q: So, essentially, a pox on all of their houses is what you’re saying? 

 

Ahrens: Yes. 

 

Q: How long have you lived in Richmond [Virginia]? 
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Ahrens: [11:27:51] In Richmond? For about ten and a half years. 

 

Q: What originally drew you to Richmond—a Canadian, New Yorker statistician? A contrarian 

Canadian humanist? 

 

Ahrens: [11:28:07] There it is. You’ve got to get that word contrarian in there, yes. I came here 

for a job in the sort of financial services-statistical kind of field. I was drawn here by somebody 

that I considered a mentor in the field. Yes. Other than that—I mean, I wasn’t choosing 

Richmond. In fact, good liberal friends in the New York area were horrified when I said I was 

moving to Richmond, largely because they didn’t know anything about Richmond, and I actually 

like the place. 

 

Q: Well, I think that one of the reasons we’re here is because it was the seat of the Confederacy. 

 

Ahrens: Mhm.  

 

Q: That looms large in a lot of people we’ve talked to’s sense of themselves is being from 

Richmond. The idea that—the last person we were talking to—like it’s really important how 

many generations your family has been here, who your family is. What do you call it? The FFVs 

[First Families of Virginia] or whatever it is. 

 

Ahrens: Mhm.  
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Q: Tell me about how you—sort of this outsider, tall, imposing, white male—how do you fit into 

that existing white society? How do you feel that you were accepted? How do you feel you were 

connected or disconnected from it? What was it like to move here? 

 

Ahrens: [11:29:27] Well, you know, I moved here to work a professional job with a company 

that was very much a national or international company, and so the vast majority of the people 

that I’ve had contact with are not part of, you know, old Richmond white aristocracy kind of 

folks. In fact, I can’t really off of the top of my head think of anybody that I know who would fit 

that profile. So, they were just sort of a curiosity, you know, in the news media and so on, that 

being kind of curious I thought they were kind of interesting folks. People with this deep sense of 

place and for the—it’s been interesting for me in the time that I’ve been here to discover the fact 

that the Civil War is still being fought. I’ve found that kind of interesting. But I found it 

interesting that the sense of injustice and the sense of the legacy of slavery and so on that is felt 

within the black community has become much more real for me. 

 

But at the same time, the fact that all of those white people who feel affection of some kind for 

the sort of legacy of the South—it’s pretty obvious to me that those people are not all fanatical, 

kneejerk racists—that they are people who have many aspects of their heritage that is worth 

celebrating. Obviously, the legacy of slavery is not something that I feel that they should be 

celebrating, and I don’t think for the most part they are. 
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Q: I think it’s complicated. One of the things that we’re sort of—I feel like we’re caught in this 

moment of re-evaluating narratives about, and that’s a really complex place to be. I think the 

“Me Too” movement is about re-evaluating narratives. 

 

Ahrens: Mhm.  

 

Q: There’s a lot of re-evaluating of narratives. Now, what’s sort of interesting to me then is 

someone like you who is not rooted in place, clearly. A transplant. Someone who has changed 

their citizenship. Coming to a place that has a real sense of history and seeing themselves as 

being on a spot on a continuum in a way, when you think of yourself, do you feel connected to 

your whiteness? Like to a wider white community? How do you sort of have your own narrative 

about your identity? So to say, what is your own narrative about your identity? 

 

Ahrens: [11:32:35] Well, my own narrative about my identity is that I’m a member of the human 

race and that I’m not particularly or specifically associated with any particular group, which 

gives me I think an advantage of being able to see different points of view. It also gives me the 

weakness of not feeling any really close narrowly defined allegiance other than in that sort of 

broader human identity. There are many times that I would appreciate if more people would 

identify with the fact that we’re fundamentally human and that that’s probably enough, you 

know? We’re all born, and we’re all going to die, and it doesn’t matter what segment of society 

you belong to. You know, and I’ve belonged to a lot of segments of society. 

 



  Ahrens – 1 – 16 
 

I grew up poor—materially poor. I grew up in a childhood family that was not a happy family 

and I’ve also along the way enjoyed a lot of economic privileges and been part of a relatively 

small percentage of the economic well-off within this society. You know, nowhere near the level 

of Donald Trump, but. I’ve lived obviously in different countries, and in rural areas, and in urban 

areas, and belonged to various religions and non-religions. It’s very hard to accept when any 

member of any one of those groups asks that—or says that they’re defined by that group or that 

one should be defined narrowly in that way as opposed to over against other groups. I think that 

just strikes me as unnecessarily destructive and self-limiting. 

 

That being said, it’s been really interesting for me the last ten years that I’ve spent in Richmond 

because here I have—it’s not the first time; I’ve done this elsewhere—but here there is a very 

strong sense of tradition and a narrow sense of community that talks about heritage, that talks 

about family traditions, and so on. I must say that as much as I deplore the self-limiting aspect of 

that, especially the side of that sort of strikes out against any call for diversification, at the same 

time I kind of envy the fact that, you know, “Well, this is how we do things and this is the way 

we’ve done this in our family.” People have a deep sense of nostalgia for the way of life that’s 

been their way of life for generations. I think, geez, you know, I can see that there’s something 

positive there, so I guess I have some sense of envy for that. 

 

Q: Have you in your own family life—you were saying you were watching your son compete in 

a marathon. That indicates to me that you have a close relationship with him that you would 

come see him race. 
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Ahrens: Yes. 

 

Q: How have you built that own sense of tradition in your own family? Have you sort of strived 

to do that—to create what you see here in your own family? 

 

Ahrens: [11:36:40] Yes. I mean, I can’t sort of like come in and adopt somebody else’s heritage. 

Like I can’t say, “We in the South do things this way,” or something like that. But a spirit of 

liberalism, a spirit of openness I think is a value that we have. A spiritual openness. An interest 

in spiritual things that goes beyond just acquiring things and goes behind power and prestige I 

think is something that I try to share with my kids and members of family with some level of 

success I think. 

 

Q: You talk about the humanist people. Are black people the same as white people like under the 

skin? 

 

Ahrens: [11:37:38] Yes. I think in my experience some of the most intellectually curious, and 

open, and spiritually open, and perceptive people that I know happen to have a different skin 

color than the color that I have. Yes. 

 

Q: I guess what I’m asking is—and there’s actually a very controversial movement out. I can’t 

remember the name of the author—a black author—called Afro Pessimism. Basically, his 

premise is that saying that, as a black person because you’re not afforded all of the rights and 

benefits of being white in this country, even though historically around the world, that you’re not 
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human. I wonder if I talked about this. But this idea that your experience in the world is so 

fundamentally different that you’re not the same. If you’re living in a different reality, can you 

actually be the same as a person who is living in a fundamentally different reality than you are 

that has a set of privileges? That’s what I mean when I say, “Are we the same if our experiences 

are so dramatically different that we live in a different world?” 

 

Ahrens: [11:39:27] Statistically speaking, the average—whatever that means—white person 

grows up in a different world from the average black person. I think that legacy in itself results in 

them—at whatever age—being different. So, certainly that difference, which is grounded in skin 

color, certainly makes a difference in where the person is and perhaps ends up defining them and 

constraining where they might go even if everything around them changes, you know? Put the 

two of them on a desert island and what they can make of it is probably going to differ based 

upon that simple difference. But there’s so many, many, many factors that differentiate people. 

 

There are some really big limitations on who I am, and how I see the world, and how I see 

myself, and where I might be headed based upon how I grew up. That wasn’t in any environment 

where I was differentiated from people of different skin color or even a different language 

because I grew up in a very uniform environment in Canada—not the diverse Canada that we 

know of today—in the small town that I grew up in. But I had many factors that constrained the 

development of who I’ve become. So, necessarily, people are different. People end up in a 

different place based on where they came from. One of the factors that affect me, I guess, is the 

fact that I’m white, and one of the factors that affect a person who is of African American 

descent is the fact that they’re black, but there’s a hell of a lot of other factors in there, too. 
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I know people who are African American who would—it’s my belief; I haven’t explicitly asked 

them this question—but would feel very uncomfortable and alienated in some very 

predominantly African American social environments. So, yes, of course it makes a difference. 

 

Q: You had mentioned a couple of times about your spirituality. 

 

Ahrens: Mhm. 

 

Q: Can you tell me a little bit about that? Are you a member of a specific faith? You said you’ve 

tried a lot of different religions? Where have you landed now? How does it inform your 

worldview? 

 

Ahrens: [11:42:28] Well, I grew up in—or let’s just say while I was growing up we were 

members of a very fundamentalist church, which I abandoned in my late teens. So, that gives me 

a sort of skepticism about a lot of traditional religion. As an adult, I’ve spent long periods of time 

either being an agnostic or a liberal Christian and I had a number of years where I was a pretty 

active practicing Buddhist. I would say that where I’m at now is a vision of a benevolent higher 

power who wants the best for everyone and wants us to emphasize positive uniting virtues—you 

know, humility, and gratitude, and forgiveness—above anything else. 

 

Q: Sounds like you meditate? 
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Ahrens: [11:43:36] I do, yes. I do meditate, yes. 

 

Q: One of the things—and this is sort of less applicable to you because I’m really interested in 

the way organized religion functions in both like perpetuating structure and deconstructing 

structure. There’s a lot of people who have come through to this project through their church 

because the church is sort of re-examining its relationship to race. But, so that’s interesting; as a 

statistician, I’m guessing—as someone who’s like a left-brain, right-brain person, you’re 

someone who sort of believes in this benevolent higher power and yet I’m guessing that in your 

work you’re constantly looking at hard data and what are actually the patterns that it creates, and 

that how you actually interpret data is a really complex process. One of the things when I started 

this project years ago was looking at the data that came out when President Clinton did a census 

on race where he did all of these analyses and they did all this analysis of census data. 

 

One thing that’s really striking about it is that the—and I’m sure you know some of these 

numbers—but the gap between black Americans and everybody else both runs on a different 

trajectory, meaning that Latinos and Asians have been sort of coming up as passing white people 

in their economic and health outcomes—all of these things—and even though the gap between 

black and whites is—that that trajectory of black Americans is going up, it remains a pretty fixed 

difference in most health outcomes. I think the average black American household has a net 

worth of $11,000, while the average of the median net worth of a white American is something 

like $160,000. In your opinion, what accounts for the intractable nature of that gap? What I’m 

trying to get at is that what—and this is sort of a complicated, loopy question—but that is like a 

track over time. What is our relationship today to the past? How—sitting in 2018, two white, 
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middle-aged men—what is our relationship to the structures that have perpetuated that gap and 

inequity over time? 

 

Ahrens: [11:46:42] One of the perpetual challenges of improving American society for the last 

150 years or so has been—so, I mean, it started out with, “So, what do we do with all of those 

folks who used to be slaves?” There have been various solutions over the multiple generations of 

descendants of the people who first asked that question or the people who were the object of that 

question. The solutions have been varied. You know, separate but equal when we really meant 

unequal was a strategy that was tried for a couple of generations at least. So, since the ’60s—

that’s getting to be quite a long time now—we’ve tried, “Well, let’s sort of declare that 

everybody’s equal and everybody has a right to everything and then the problem will be solved.” 

 

Well, there’s only so much you can do by declaring things, which is not a hell of a lot really, 

except set up laws to give people a kind of recourse. But in reality, people were, you know, 

African Americans and other groups, and other groups were really defined as other groups 

because there’s no specific legislation of any great national import concerning, for example, 

South Asian Americans, but there’s lots of special things concerning African Americans. Some 

of them were intended to keep them at a distance. Others were increasingly intended to help 

them along. Well, there’s one generalization behind what those different solutions are and that is 

communicating the message directly or indirectly, you’re special. I know a little bit about what 

happens with kids—say, special-needs kids who are constantly told that they are special. Part of 

their reaction is, “Well, couldn’t I just be normal?” I think one way or another part of the subtle 

message that we communicate—we? Who the hell are we, anyway? 



  Ahrens – 1 – 22 
 

 

But it’s not like we’re the bosses. But society communicates—is that not only are you of a 

different skin color, we communicate to African Americans, but just that’s a legacy that is—you 

go into a store and people notice, “Oh, he’s of a different skin color. What generalizations should 

I engage in when I see this person of a different skin color?” But you communicate the message 

“in general, you’re special,” and that doesn’t help break down barriers—that message. Helping 

people out by putting them in vast public housing projects is not doing anybody any favors. Kids 

grow up there. I didn’t grow up in that kind of environment. I said that I grew up economically 

underprivileged, but I didn’t grow up in the kind of environment that said, “This is your place.” 

 

So, I don’t even remember what your question was, but I think what I’m trying to say is the 

persistent, say, economic divide between the average African American and the average person 

of any other group is not going away. I think part of it is because we maintain this sort of attempt 

to have targeted programs. You know, “You’re a special person and you need a special program” 

is ultimately not a constructive message. 

 

Q: So, something like affirmative action? It’s not constructive? 

 

Ahrens: [11:51:14] I think affirmative action certainly had its place. I haven’t gone through it in 

detail, but there may be situations where some kind of affirmative action is constructive. Maybe 

it’s at an individual level. But overall, it could very well be just another way of perpetuating as 

“identified”. 
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Q: So, I realize I asked such a bad question. I can make it much simpler. I apologize for that. 

We’re two middle-aged white men sitting here in 2018 who have been benefitted from the 

structural—we’ve talked about the structural inequities or the benefit. Do we owe black people 

something? 

 

Ahrens: [11:52:09] Do I owe you anything? I mean, we owe one another respect, and we owe 

one another honesty, and compassion. That’s a statement about human beings. I prefer to break 

down the question. If you say, “Do we owe black people something,” I don’t know who we is 

and I don’t know who black people is, you know? Are you asking me, “Which black person do I 

owe something to?” 

 

Q: Do we as a community—as the dominant who controlled— you know, do we owe the black 

community anything? I think there’s always been debates about—you know, that answers my 

question about like are we connected to it. Am I connected to the past? Am I not connected to the 

past? The fact that I—you know, look. I’m a documentary filmmaker. I don’t make a lot of 

money, but I’m a middle-class white person who had some privileges from being that. Do we 

have a collective responsibility because of the past? I think that’s one of the reasons why we hear 

so much about this monument debate. So much about the debate of the country is what is this 

relationship? Clearly, it’s a relationship that has deep problems in this country from what we’re 

seeing [unclear]. So, what is our obligation as members of the white community, if any? 

 

Is there a collective obligation? I’ve had people sit in the chair who have said, “The obligation is 

that we treat everybody fairly. That we live up to the promise of what the country is.” I’ve had 
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people sit in the chair that—“Absolutely. There should be reparations paid because the economic 

forces have been so aligned against them and prejudice that we need to make restitution.” 

Everybody has a different opinion. I understand it as white people, where we see our relationship 

to each other and what we see our relationship to the rest of the American community. That’s 

another really long, complicated question, but that’s it. 

 

Ahrens: [11:54:39] I feel that we as a community owe support and compassion to every member 

of the community. I’m deliberately undercutting your question. When I say we as a community, I 

mean we as a community of human beings. Not the white community. I don’t even know what 

the white community is. I’ve never seen it and I don’t know where it is, and I don’t think that we 

owe anything to an imaginary community that you call the African American community. I think 

that we collectively as human beings owe one another respect, support, compassion, and if 

somebody has a need that I can help address, then I think it’s a spiritual imperative that I help 

them in whatever way I can. 

 

Q: I love that answer. That you called the African American community—I don’t know if you’ve 

read Between the World and Me by Ta-Nehisi Coates. 

 

Ahrens: I haven’t. 

 

Q: But he talked about the people who call themselves white. This is something he sort of comes 

back to all of the time. I think that’s some of the things again about why we’re here in Virginia. 

The thing that you’re disconnected from, but how people—we outsiders—hear about Virginia as 



  Ahrens – 1 – 25 
 

sort of this idea of—the narrative of this community in the world is built around it being the seat 

of the Confederacy and what are we calling our community, what are we calling our history, how 

are we describing our history, and how are we memorializing history. In your work, how diverse 

are the places that you’ve worked in the financial industry? 

 

Ahrens: [11:56:52] Not very. There’s a pretty stereotyped framework in, say, financial services 

institutions, where most of the people in leadership positions and responsibility are more 

typically white people of Western European descent or, especially in financial services or 

anything that gets a little bit quantitative, you’ll have more, say, South Asian people and Indians 

mostly. You’ll have in analytic tasks increasing numbers of East Asians; mostly Chinese. You’ll 

have African Americans in support positions or in human resources. Meeting a kind of quota 

there is my impression, my take on it. Yes. 

 

Q: I guess it’s also more male than female. I don’t know if that’s changed significantly probably 

in the time you’ve been in it. 

 

Ahrens: [11:58:20] I would say that the places that I have been the gender divide isn’t as 

remarkable as the other divides. Yes. 

 

Q: Because sometimes I wonder in all of these discussions is this a result of a structure that is 

trying to perpetuate itself or is it a result of whose aptitudes and attraction to different types of 

employment. I’ve had a lot of jobs as well. A lot of careers. This is probably my fifth career. But 

I spent a lot of time working with people in the financial industry at one point. It was a certain 
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type of very competitive, sports-oriented European men, especially in the specialist world, that 

worked on the floor of the stock exchange and things like that. They had taken that same sort of 

passion for competition that they got in college playing college sports directly into the financial 

field and that allowed them to sort of have this. So, there’s certain aptitudes that people have for 

certain things that they’re interested in. So, I’m just wondering. In your experience, do you think 

it’s something that is consciously created or it’s more organically created? 

 

Ahrens: [12:00:12] I think by and large it’s organic. What I mean by that is sort of following up 

on what you had said. I spent the first thirty-eight years of my life in Canada, which is known as 

a more—let’s say a less aggressive society traditionally than the U.S. Moving into the American 

world of business—and, by the way, I wasn’t in the business world in Canada; I worked for the 

government—but I was struck by something that I haven’t even imagined. That there’s a kind of 

triumvirate of sources. Sports, business, and the military sort of are closely linked in the U.S. 

Guys who have sort of military experience and were really successful at team sports tend to be 

leaders in business. I don’t know if that’s hormonal or what it is, but that just is a phenomenon 

that comes up over and over again. I assume that if you’re a hard driving guy who has got that 

kind of background you’re going to tend to hire and promote guys that resemble you. 

 

By the way, I said guys, didn’t I? Oh, by the way, the great majority of them are also white. It’s a 

package. 

 

Q: You talked about going back to your idea of humanity and how you sort of see people. Is 

Barack Obama black or white? 
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Ahrens: [12:02:00] Yes. I mean, I’ve often been curious about that because he clearly identifies 

himself as black. He certainly from day minus zero was adopted as sort of the champion of the 

black community and a breakthrough for the black community—the fact that he became 

president. He championed, say, the cause of African Americans and definitely played that role. 

But, I mean, if you want to get all objective about it, you look at his background and you think, 

well, let’s see now. He grew up in a basically white household, so where’s the black side there? 

It’s an interesting comment on the way that we manage information. 

 

Q: Well, I would say the same thing. He’s half-white, raised in a white household, went to all 

white institutions—Harvard, private school—and lives in the White House. Or lived in the White 

House. 

 

Ahrens: Lived in the White House. Yes. 

 

Q: Could he have chosen to be white? 

 

Ahrens: [12:03:27] I guess he could have. But, I mean, yes. We’re sort of getting beyond race 

there and we’re getting into color, aren’t we? Because he doesn’t look white. In the era of 

segregation when segregation hard-and-fast rules were in force, he couldn’t have “passed,” as 

they used to say. But could he have adopted the sort of white path in life or would he have 

suffered from the fact that he doesn’t “look white”? I think given his F, and intelligence, and 
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personality I think he would’ve done just fine being a white guy. I don’t think his appearance 

would have gotten in his way. 

 

Q: As a politician? 

 

Ahrens: [12:04:27] Well, obviously, he succeeded as a politician identifying as black, so 

certainly. 

 

Q: I guess my question is—I take your point. I think that he probably could’ve functioned 

effectively as a white person in, let’s say, finance. But could he have functioned as a white 

person and be a politician? 

 

Ahrens: [12:04:48] Oh. Would he have been embraced by the white political community as “one 

of us” kind of thing? I don’t know. That’s an interesting question. I don’t know the answer to 

that. 

 

Q: It’s funny. You said it earlier. When I ask people this question, I know it’s kind of a rhetorical 

question. But people say, “Well, he chose to be black. He married a black woman.” I was 

wondering if he could’ve chosen to be white and I’m not sure he could have. 

 

Ahrens: [12:05:22] I don’t know what the narrative was in his household when he was a 

teenager. I don’t know what the narrative was there. 
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Q: You said you were happy to be white earlier. 

 

Ahrens: Yes. 

 

Q: How attached to your whiteness are you? Would you give it up voluntarily? Like if you 

walked out this door and you emerged just as yourself as you are now, but if you walked out that 

door there’s a fifty-fifty chance that you would emerge as a black Canadian American, would 

you make a conscious choice to walk through one or the other? 

 

Ahrens: [12:06:12] I don’t think I’m—maybe this is naïve because I don’t think this experiment 

is going to actually play out. But I don’t think I’m so attached to my whiteness that I wouldn’t be 

intrigued by the option of walking out of here as a black guy, you know? I feel—sitting here 

now, knowing that this is a deluded fantasy you’re proposing to me—I think I’d be open to the 

idea of trying out that experiment. 

 

Q: I guess what I’m trying to get at is it’s not choosing one or the other. It’s choosing a random 

possibility, right? 

 

Ahrens: Right. 

 

Q: It’s either saying, “No, I don’t want to enter.” What I’m trying to get at is—you know, if you 

asked me, I would not walk out the door that would change me. I absolutely would not give up 

being a white male in America knowing what I know. That’s just my personal feeling. Maybe 
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I’m a coward. Maybe. I’ve been called that and worse. So, I just think there’s a sense when 

you’re white of this idea that it doesn’t really matter. I wonder that if faced with giving that up 

would it really matter to me. I think for some people it would matter. I want to ask something 

else. In the context of this conversation, is there something particular that I haven’t asked you 

about that you think is important to say? Did I miss something that relates to you? 

 

Ahrens: [12:08:21] I think we’ve covered everything that I can think of. I think you’ve led me to 

think about these things much more than as a rule [laughs] I normally do. Yes. I just have a lot 

of—I have a feeling that we need to respect each individual’s right to his own feelings that are 

grounded in his or her own experience and sort of not force people into generalizations. Was that 

clear, what I just said? 

 

Q: Ish. You consider yourself, and you’ve talked, and this is something based on what you have 

said to me. I have zero idea of your political persuasion. Do you consider yourself conservative 

or liberal? Do you identify with a particular party? 

 

Ahrens: [12:09:51] I’ve never voted Republican, I have often voted Democrat, and a couple of 

times I’ve voted Libertarian. I think I might have voted Green once. I’m not sure. So, I guess that 

makes me kind of liberal leaning. Given my diversity of experience and points of view on things, 

I’m very—in principle, I’m often drawn to the fundamental principles of Libertarians. I often 

find myself finding Libertarians lacking because of what I would call a lack of compassion, but I 

also recognize that you don’t have to have compassion. It ultimately isn’t a political issue. 

Compassion is a personal issue. You know, nothing’s stopping a Libertarian from devoting all of 
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his time and energy to helping people. Libertarians feel that politically it’s no business of the 

government helping those people. 

 

Well, okay, fine, so do it yourself. You know, you can do that. You can be a compassionate 

Libertarian. Maybe that’s where I am. 

 

Q: Do you consider yourself an American? 

 

Ahrens: [12:11:31] Yes, I consider myself an American. Yes. I certainly identify much more 

with being an American than I would identify with being a Canadian. 

 

Q: Is that connected to—-that’s sort of interesting. I very much consider myself American, but 

my family has been here for hundreds of years. Plus, I have this relationship to this narrative 

about my family that I think about myself. Kind of like what you talked earlier about some of the 

people here. So, what makes you feel like an American? Is it your connection to the ideals? Is it 

feeling really connected to part of the community and part of the process even though you said 

you’re kind of apolitical? What is it that makes you feel American? 

 

Ahrens: [12:12:36] I could answer that question in one word that will be misunderstood because 

of the way that word is used in American society and that word would be freedom. By freedom, 

what I mean is I’m not religious about the Constitution. I’m not a constitutional fundamentalist 

or anything like that. But I think what I mean by that is the freedom to be who you feel 

compelled to be as an individual. People of most countries on this earth—almost all countries on 
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this earth—are much more narrowly defined based upon their country of origin where they’ve 

lived their entire lives. I haven’t had that background. I haven’t had that privilege, perhaps. But 

here you have a right to reinvent yourself. That’s what I mean by freedom. 

 

Q: Well, it’s sort of interesting because I feel like the current discourse about being American 

sort of like revolves around this idea of rights. I have the right to be who I want to be. I have the 

right to live unencumbered by the government. I have the right to move where I want to go, work 

how I want to. But when you look at actual rights, rights flow from obligation, right? 

Obligational rights. So, you get a representation in government if you vote. You get paved roads 

if you pay taxes. It used to be that you get to own a gun if you served in the military. The idea 

was to be part of a militia that protected the country. So, if that freedom is what makes you feel 

like an American, what is the connected obligation that you feel as an American citizen to your 

community? 

 

Ahrens: I think it’s grounded in— 

 

Q: Or is there an obligation? Sorry. 

 

Ahrens: [12:15:06] Well, yes. I think I feel that it’s important that we stand up to respect 

diversity within the society and enable the realization of that diversity at an individual level. 

Before I start sounding like some sort of follower of Ayn Rand or something like that, which I 

think is absurd, I think fundamentally respecting diversity requires a lot of structure and a lot of 

enabling. We really have to cooperate with one another. In the end, I think that the only way we 
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can do that is by sort of lowering our ego barriers substantially so that we can be willing to 

acknowledge that most of the time the other woman or the other man is right and I’m just 

fumbling my way through it all just the same as you are. If we could sort of get to that point and 

stop worrying about who is winning, then I think we’d all be better off and get the kind of 

freedom that I think we need. 

 

Oh, by the way. You mentioned the word rights. I think the way we use the word rights is usually 

fairly offensive. Really the only time that people are interested in rights is when they can use it 

as a club to beat somebody else over the head. 

 

Q: I’m not sure if you’re an American if you’re talking about lowering the ego bar. 

 

Ahrens: [12:16:53] [laughs] There is that challenge, yes. I realize that. Yes. I mean— 

 

Q: You are right about me fumbling my way through things. That’s right. 

 

Ahrens: [12:17:02] But yes. There is this sort of almost close identification between being sort of 

an egomaniac and enhancing and glorifying one’s own ego in Americanism, but I don’t think we 

need to get stuck on that. I think we can get past that. 

 

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 


