
 

 

 

 

STUDY ON WHITE PEOPLE 

The Reminiscences of 

August Butler 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

INCITE 

Columbia University 

2018



 

 

 

 

PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with August Butler  

conducted by Sam Lutzker on January 27, 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.
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Q: So let me just say for the record that this is Sam Lutzker [phonetic] and it is January 27, 2018, 

Saturday, and I am here at—address?—2502 Monument Avenue [Richmond, Virginia] with 

August Butler, correct?  

 

Butler: Yes— 

 

Q: Last name? Okay, great. Conducting an oral history for the Columbia University Study on 

White People that is also known as Facing Whiteness, and thanks so much, August, again, for 

letting me speak with you today.  

 

Butler: You’re welcome.  

 

Q: Great. Cool. So, as I kind of mentioned before, oral histories often begin with your early life, 

so I’d just like to know some things about like where you were born, you know, something about 

your early life. Really you can talk about whatever you want to and you can talk for as long as 

you like.  

 

Butler: [01:01] Okay. I was born in Portland, Oregon, but grew up mostly in Kenya for the first 

twelve years of my life and moved to Dallas, Texas where I did high school and then college at 
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Texas A&M [University]. Yes. Then, I lived overseas for another two years after college before 

moving to Virginia for grad school. 

 

Q: Where did you live overseas in those two years?  

 

Butler: [01:35] Central Asia. Tajikistan.  

 

Q: Oh, nice. And moved to Virginia. All right. Very cool. So you were born in Portland, and then 

you moved to Kenya when you were relatively young.  

 

Butler: Yes.  

 

Q: All right. Do you have any memories of Portland?  

 

Butler: [01:58] No. Not at all, really. Yes. I was three months old when we— 

 

Q: Oh yes.  

 

Butler: —went there.  

 

Q: Oh, definitely not.  
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Butler: [02:04] We came back periodically to visit family, but yes. We didn’t stay very long in 

any one place when we were back for, like, summers.  

 

Q: Yes. What’s your earliest memory?  

 

Butler: [02:17] Oh man. Boy, that’s—[laughs] I think I remember falling down stairs when I was 

about five. Just slipped in my socks on the top of the stairs. I didn’t like tumble down the stairs 

but kind of sat down really hard and got the wind knocked out of me, which is very frightening.  

 

Q: Very typical five-year-old memory.  

 

Butler: Yes, right. Yes. So I think that’s as far back as I can go.  

 

Q: Yes. Cool. Well, I think I have a similar first memory honestly. If I were to be asked that 

question it would be like falling or like putting my hand through something; something like that.  

 

Butler: Pain.  

 

Q: Yes, yes, yes. I think we’re— 

 

Butler: Fear.  
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Q: —born into something via that or something. So tell me a little bit about what it was like in 

Kenya.  

 

Butler: [03:15] Yes. It was great. The weather was like perfect year-round. I grew up, so, in 

Nairobi [Kenya], which is a big city. Lots of people. Lots of traffic. Lots of pollution, although 

less so than there is now. Yes. I went to a private school, K-12 Christian school with an 

American curriculum, but a very international student body and—yes. Loved that. Was very 

academically oriented. We had a dog and a cat and at different times hamsters and tortoises and 

chameleons. Yes.  

 

Q: Very cool. Yes. And you said you went to an international co-ed [unclear] so did it have a 

somewhat Christian orientation?  

 

Butler: [04:28] Yes. So it was a Christian school. A Christian school with like an American 

curriculum and American teachers for the most part, but very international student body, so a lot 

of Koreans, Indians, a few native Kenyans—well, and a lot of the Indians are also native 

Kenyans. Yes. Then people from all over the world.  

 

Q: Interesting. Are there many schools like that in Nairobi?  

 

Butler: [05:03] There are a few actually because it’s a pretty—I mean, it’s a real hub in Africa, 

and so there’s—I mean, there’s like the UN [United Nations] has a base there and then all the 

embassies for kind of eastern Africa are there, so there’s a large international population. Several 
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international schools. That might be the only American Christian one because there’s—yes. And 

then there’s one, like a boarding school up in the highlands. Yes. There’s other international 

schools around town.  

 

Q: Yes. I want to see you afterwards because I have a friend who went to such a school in 

Kenya—in Nairobi—but their name is escaping me right now, which is really bad.  

 

Butler: [05:58] Was it Rosslyn?  

 

Q: No, but— 

 

Butler: Okay. Well then it might— 

 

Q: It’s not—unless you really know them. In that case, we’ll turn the recorder on afterwards. I’m 

going to assume it’s going to end like most of those stories end which is in you being like, “Oh, 

well that’s great. You have that friend,” but like—yes. That just always seemed, when she told 

me, it seemed like such a unique childhood and that’s why I was wondering how, you know, 

common it was. But yes. What was it like living in Kenya?  

 

Butler: [06:25] Yes. I mean, I loved it. I didn’t really know any different. I—yes. I always 

struggle to answer that question because it’s like, well, it’s just like—I don’t know—wherever 

you lived, but—yes. It was great. I—looking back, I certainly appreciate growing up in that sort 
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of international environment, being exposed to a lot of different cultures at a young age and—

yes, so. But at the time it wasn’t something I was really conscious of.  

 

Q: Yes. And what brought your family there?  

 

Butler: [07:14] My family works for a mission organization. My parents work for a mission 

organization. So, they—my parents are actually originally in Sudan, South Sudan, but then 

things got too much there so they moved to Kenya shortly before I was born and then I was born 

while they were in the [United] States, obviously. So, yes.  

 

Q: Very interesting. Yes. And when you were there— I mean, we were talking—this is an 

interview of your life story, but we’re also focusing in on whiteness in a lot of ways. What age 

did you notice that your skin color was different than the majority of people who live in Nairobi 

or Kenya?  

 

Butler: [08:02] Probably pretty young. I don’t have a memory of, like, coming to that realization. 

It was just sort of a given as far as I can remember. I did—I do remember when I was twelve 

maybe, we were in London briefly, going somewhere in transit, and I remember looking out the 

window of the place we were staying in London and seeing like a bunch of white people on the 

street and it was very startling. I was like, oh. Okay. So that’s maybe like an early consciousness 

of that. Yes. Yes, I don’t—it was never, yes, something I came to an awareness of or anything. I 

did have—we had a couple of house helpers, domestic help. We had, like, a gardener and then a 

house helper who was sort of also a nanny-ish. So I spent a lot of time with her as a very young 
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child, which I don’t super remember. But, yes. So I was sort of just kind of in that environment, 

in that culture a lot.  

 

Q: Yes. So when did you start to think more about your race or whiteness or things like that?  

 

Butler: [09:49] It was more—for me, I think it was like late elementary and going into junior 

high, and it was more in contrast to what I saw as like foreigners, even though I was foreign, but 

there was a real distinction in my mind between, like, tourists who were coming to Kenya and 

those of us who lived there, and that was—so there was that distinction, and then kind of a need 

in certain situations to sort of prove—I don’t know—prove that I wasn’t like a tourist or like a 

foreigner, like, I was like, I belonged here. And that was—that wasn’t a lot—I think it was 

mostly sort of in transactional situations, like in the marketplace or something. Yes. Being able 

to bargain or speak—I didn’t speak a lot of Swahili, but have at least some of the vocabulary to 

show that not [pauses] just a tourist or a foreigner. I don’t know why—I guess there was an 

awareness of that like, shared whiteness, and a sort of awareness of like, this is how I’m 

perceived, so I need to counter that, but it was—I don’t think I would have articulated it quite 

that way at that time.  

 

Q: How would you articulate it now?  

 

Butler: [11:45] That’s how I would articulate it now.  

 

Q: Oh, okay.  
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Butler: [11:49] I don’t know how I would have articulated it. Yes.  

 

Q: So then, talking about it now, though, how often would you say you think about race or your 

own whiteness now?  

 

Butler: [11:58] Fairly often. I live in a majority black neighborhood, so I’m pretty conscious of 

how—yes. Of how my neighbors might perceive me and [pauses] yes. So I’m just—when I 

interact with people, like what do they think of this white person living here? Yes.  

 

Q: And how did you—how did you get here? Like in terms of thinking that way, you know? 

Because, for example, there could be someone else who lives in the neighborhood where they 

don’t think about that, and so you obviously, you have a, like everyone in this world, you have a 

particular way of looking at things and issues and your own identity, so like, kind of walk me 

through if you can, kind of your path towards now how you think about race and whiteness and 

how you came to that way of thinking about it.  

 

Butler: [13:03] Yes. It’s a good question. I haven’t really thought about how I came to this place 

before, so it might be a little bit disjointed here.  

 

Q: It’s really fine. I mean, it’s really all the journey that we’re about, so, like, yes.  
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Butler: [13:18] I think a lot of it has to do with—so, well. I’ll work backwards, maybe. In grad 

school, kind of getting a more in-depth and analytical comprehensive understanding of some of 

this—like, America’s racial history in a way that I had not before. So coming to sort of 

understand the history of American race relations and therefore sort of positioning myself within 

that, and then before grad school, living in Central Asia for two years and just being aware of 

being a minority and a—yes—white person amidst non-white people with, sort of—again, a 

history of colonization and maybe some oppression, exploitation, and yes. Just being aware of 

that and not wanting to impose on this culture that I was living in. Yes, so trying to keep a low 

profile, I guess. [Pauses.] Yes. So then before that— [pauses] 

 

I think high school and college, there was no real opportunity for that sort of reflection as such 

because it was definitely majority white. So yes. It was less thinking about myself as a sort of 

minority, and I didn’t, I think, at that time appreciate what it meant to be a majority, and I hadn’t 

really thought about that until just now, so I’m [laughs]—now I’m going to start processing that. 

But yes. So that was kind of the first time in my life that I had been part of the majority racial 

environment. Yes. I think in high school, too, it was certainly a lot less about race for me. It was 

a lot more—sort of the academic classism that happens I think of like, there’s an AP/Honors 

track and then there’s the regular track. And there was probably a white majority in the 

AP/Honors track, but I wouldn’t—I don’t—like, it wasn’t blatant, I don’t think, at least, not to 

me. But then I was real dumb, so there was certainly a lot of white kids in the regular track and 

there were a lot of Asian Americans in the Honors track, and Hispanic and a few black students, 

and that sort of reflected I think the general racial makeup of the school, although I don’t know 

the numbers. Yes. So that was less clear to me then.  
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Yes, so I guess, all that to say that it wasn’t until probably grad school that I started to appreciate 

my position of white privilege in the United States and around the world, although I’d certainly, I 

think, been aware before of the benefits of an American passport. I don’t know if I’d always 

associated that with whiteness as such. So, that was sort of roundabout.  

 

Q: No. That was great. So, you left Kenya and you guys went to Dallas?  

 

Butler: [18:29] Yes. Oh, we were in Seattle [Washington] for a year between there.  

 

Q: Seattle for a year.  

 

Butler: I always forget that part.  

 

Q: Yes. And do you have any memories of that move and how that was for you?  

 

Butler: [18:38] Oh, it was very traumatic. Yes, I was not happy to be leaving. I—yes, I was very 

upset. I didn’t—I was very—still am probably—very compliant and easy going, so I wasn’t 

acting out or anything, but I was—I became—and this is also a lot of reflection in hindsight of a 

lot [phonetic]. I became very withdrawn and very timid for a long time after that, and yes. So I 

kind of had, maybe, a personality shift going in and being the new kid and not only—the year in 

Seattle was weird because not only was I the new kid, but I knew I wasn’t going to be staying, so 

it was—I was just kind of, didn’t really engage with anyone. In Seattle, went to a private 
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Christian school that was—it was very white now that I think about it. It wasn’t something I 

really noticed at the time—oh, maybe I did. I don’t remember. [Pauses.] Yes. 

 

And it was—the more striking thing to me at that time was that most of these kids had known 

each other from kindergarten and it was breaking into that, like, new group, so it was a lot more 

about like, being an outsider, really, for the first time, which is funny now that I say it out loud. 

But I felt like an outsider for the first time where I had—because I was—it was not where I had 

grown up. It was not the way I knew things to be. Whereas in Kenya, that was my home turf, I 

guess. Even if I was not the racial majority, I certainly felt like it was my home and where I 

belonged. Yes. So the move was traumatic in that way, and—yes.  

 

Q: Where feels like your home turf now?  

 

Butler: [20:59] I don’t know. Richmond in some ways. I’ve certainly tried to put down roots 

here. I’ve really, you know, gotten engaged in different communities and—so as far as like, 

people-wise, most of the people I really enjoy and engage with and spend time with are in 

Richmond, but there’s—I’m not a native Richmond-er and sometimes I feel like I don’t 

understand all the ins and outs. Yes, I don’t—I don’t really feel like any one place is home.  

 

Q: Yes. I’m very much the same way. A little bit rootless. Yes. And I’m anxious about it. 

[Laughs.] 

 

Butler: [Laughs.] 
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Q: I don’t know if you are, but [laughs]. 

 

Butler: [22:01] Uh, it depends on the day.  

 

Q: Yes, yes, yes. Oh another question I had too: you mentioned so far that you’ve—your parents 

were there on missionary status. You were going to a Christian school. You went to a Christian 

school when you were in Seattle. I see you’re wearing your crucifix around your neck. I wanted 

to ask you a little bit about your relationship with Christianity and just over the years.  

 

Butler: [22:29] Yes. It’s—it’s been a journey. So I grew up with a sort of non-denominational 

Protestant [pauses]—Evangelicalism probably is the closest word I would use, and I think we 

would probably self-labeled as Evangelical, but it didn’t have quite the connotations it does now. 

So, yes. I grew up with that and was very engaged with that and went—found a church in college 

that I really liked and went—was really into like the different Bible studies. That was kind of 

like, my primary social circle in college actually. Then, yes. I was actually working with 

Christian kids when I was overseas for those two years, and then yes. In the last few years have 

been wrestling with a lot of different things and have kind of—trying to determine what is my—

what do I actually believe versus what I’ve just been told to believe and kind of sorting through 

that, sifting through that, so in the last year or two, have started going to an Episcopal church and 

have been confirmed in that and kind of really diving in there. So, I’ve come back around to a 

different sort of place, but yes. It’s been—I’ve certainly found a lot of joy in the Episcopal 

church, so. 
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Q: Hmm. Will you describe some of those moments where you’ve felt that joy?  

 

Butler: [24:34]  [Pauses.] I don’t know about moments. There was a parish retreat back in 

September that I think was—may have been a little smaller than usual. I’m not sure how many 

people usually go, but it’s my first time, and it was—it was just really neat to be with a small 

group of people that I had seen around but didn’t—having the opportunity to really get to know 

them in a different space was really cool. Yes, there have been a couple. I’ve started—I’ve been 

serving as like an acolyte and that’s been great kind of seeing the service from a different 

perspective and kind of participating in it in a different way. Yes. I don’t know. There’s lots of 

things. Hard to pinpoint.  

 

Q: Hm. And you also said that you’ve kind of been flushing out the difference between like what 

you believe and what you were taught to believe. Would you mind elaborating on some of those 

differences?  

 

Butler: [25:53] Yes. Well, and it’s still in process and I would be—I guess, there’s not—it’s not a 

huge—it’s not so much like a difference, I guess. There’s not a lot of things that I would point to 

and say, like, I don’t believe that any more. There are like a few and I’m struggling to think of 

something specific, but it’s more of, I guess like an attitude and a framework toward faith and 

certainly the Bible and kind of wrestling with what it means to be like the Word of God or 

inspired, and how literal or not to take it, and I’m still trying to kind of wrestle with that, but I 

think coming to a place of being willing to wrestle with it and struggle with it and question and 



  Butler – 1– 16 
 

 

yes. And being willing to say, like, “I don’t know, and I don’t need to have an answer right 

now.” Where I think when I was younger—and not all of this was like put on me. A lot of it—

some of this was just like my own understanding of things, but of like, well there—I have to 

know the answer and—yes. And just, you know, being—I have to be the best and know all the 

trivia and stuff, and now it’s more—it’s more about a life—living into it and less concern about 

the trivia.  

 

Q: Yes. That makes sense to me. Yes. You talked a little bit about like your social circle in 

college was like this Bible study group. Can you describe that group at all to me?  

 

Butler: [27:50] Yes. So that was—it was a very college-oriented church. Well, it was both. They 

tried—they had a pretty thriving kind of family community, I guess, and some older people, but 

they had a very large college ministry, which made sense because it was a large college. It was 

like the whole town existed for the college, but— 

 

Q: What college was it?  

 

Butler: [28:13] Texas A&M University. So I mean, the town is called College Station [Texas]. 

Like, everything exists around the college. Yes. So there was Sunday worship service and then a 

weekly Bible study. Gosh, I’m trying to remember. A lot of that was focused on sort of going 

through different books of the Bible and it was very—like a group—there were small groups and 

then you get together sort of modular bigger groups. Yes, and that was very—I think they would 

describe themselves as Evangelical.  
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Q: In more of the sense you were saying before or the more modern day kind of way that you 

said you sometimes see it?  

 

Butler: [29:13] Yes. Both, and—yes. I think they might still describe themselves as Evangelical 

today. I don’t think—and it’s hard to know. I’m not in touch with like a lot of these people. But 

the ones I am, I think, are not like [Donald] Trump voters.  

 

Q: You think they’re not Trump voters?  

 

Butler: [29:43] I think they’re not, but I don’t know for sure. But I—some of them are like 

openly critical of this administration. Not in the same tone as my more liberal friends, but—so 

yes. I think they’re wrestling with what it all means too, but yes. So I honestly, sometimes I don’t 

know what the word “evangelical” means anymore. Yes. But it was a church that made a lot of 

sense to me coming from my upbringing. It like fit in with that, I guess.  

 

Q: Yes, yes, yes. And so, after Dallas, you know, Texas A&M, and then you spent two years in 

Tajikistan. What was that like?  

 

Butler: [30:44] It was great. It was hard at times. It was—yes. Sometimes very lonely, especially 

coming out of a very kind of intensive community that I had in college and very intensive kind of 

spiritual community and then going to a place where there was a Christian community but just by 

necessity it was more—like, there wasn’t a lot of opportunity to kind of gather or spend a lot of 
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time together, so it was more individual and that was very hard for me. But, yes. And then the 

first, actually, the first couple months I was there, I was in like a home-stay with a local family, 

and that was really hard and I did not enjoy that at all just because I’m not like outgoing. So I 

just wanted to be in my room all the time, and they were like, “Uh, we thought you were going to 

teach us English,” and I was like, “I don’t want to do this.”  

 

Q: Oh man. That’s tough. Yes.  

 

Butler: [31:54] So I, yes. And then I moved in with an American lady who taught English, and 

that was good, and then we had a friendship then that developed, which was very nice and helped 

me out a lot. But yes. I enjoyed the people that I met there. I was working as sort of a—I was a 

teacher, I guess. I taught junior high, kind of the homeschool co-op history, which I loved 

because I’m a history major. That was a lot of fun, and then I also worked one-on-one with a like 

fourth or fifth grade student like home-schooling him, and that was fun too. He was great. Yes, 

so I got pretty close with like the family I was working with, the kids I was working with. I was 

learning the language, which is a lot of fun for me. I like learning languages. Yes. I felt very, 

like, accomplished when I could get around on my own and navigate the city and, yes. Had a 

good time.  

 

Q: Yes, totally. So you mentioned also that you were a history major there. Coming to 

Richmond, Richmond obviously has a very, like, rich history to dig into. Just ask you plainly: 

like, do you have an opinion on the monuments and things like that here?  
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Butler: [33:38] I don’t have a strong—so I think the monuments are very much a product of their 

time and I think they should either come down or—yes, I guess I do think they should come 

down, but I certainly understand the complexities involved in that process. I don’t think they 

should be like torn down and melted down and that side of it. I think they do have value as 

historical objects of their own time and within a discussion of the lost cause and the, you know, 

Civil Rights movement and the backlash to that, so I think there’s a place for them in that 

conversation. But yes, I don’t they should be the sort of laudatory saint things that they are and 

yes, I don’t know that—I think, you know, putting signs up around them as they are now would 

be helpful, but I don’t think because they are so large and exist on this like thoroughfare that 

people drive by and not a lot of people are like getting out and walking around them and reading 

signs or anything, I don’t think it would be super helpful.  

 

So, yes. I think they should be taken down and put into or made into some sort of museum, but I 

think that’s a logistical nightmare, but I appreciate, I think, the monument commission and the 

kind of measured approach that they’re trying to take. I know a lot of people, including a lot of 

my friends, think they’re kind of moving too slowly, and I understand that but I also think—yes. 

I think we’ve got—they’re symbols and they’re symbolic of a lot of the problems that Richmond 

has, but I think, you know, we can deal with that and also, you know, hopefully address the real 

problems and not disassemble.  

 

Q: So how did you come to Richmond? How did you come to Virginia?  
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A: [36:19] So I started grad school at [College of] William & Mary, and I was living in 

Williamsburg [Virginia] for three years and then was getting involved in a theater community up 

here in Richmond and was up here all the time and so when I was done with my coursework, it 

kind of made sense to just move up here, because I didn’t need to be on campus at William & 

Mary very much and most of my social circle had kind of shifted here. Yes, and Williamsburg is 

really boring after a while. It’s a great city, but there’s not a lot to do there, so after three years, 

like, well, kind of tapped out. So yes, moved here and I really love it here. A great city.  

 

Q: Great. You said something about the theater community too.  

 

Butler: Yes.  

 

Q: Have you always been involved in the theater? 

 

Butler: [37:14] Here and there, kind of—not in high school really at all or college, actually. 

Mostly started 2014, fall of 2014. I was looking for a hobby and was kind of vaguely interested 

in improv, so I tried it out, started a class, and I kind of haven’t looked back, so— 

 

Q: Nice. And that’s how you know Sarah [phonetic]?  

 

Butler: [37:46] No actually, although in a weird way it circled back because I know Sarah from 

grad school, but her roommate David [phonetic] has actually gotten involved in the theater and 

was in a class that I helped teach. So, yes. And then they got a new roommate who David knew 
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from the theater. So it’s all tangled up in this weird way, and then Sarah goes to my church now, 

so I—it’s— 

 

Q: But you know Sarah. Okay. Okay. Okay.  

 

Butler: [38:15] Yes. I originally know her from grad school.  

 

Q: Okay. And did she—was she the one who invited you to this church?  

 

Butler: [38:22] No. That was a total—I didn’t know she was there for—I don’t know how she 

came. I don’t know. We came to it very independently.  

 

Q: Oh, interesting.  

 

Butler: Yes it was just one week, I was like, “Oh, hi.” Yes.  

 

Q: Cool. And then from—when did you join the church?  

 

Butler: [38:40] I started going in the fall of 2016. Yes. And it happened to coincide a couple of 

weeks after I started, or maybe a month, there was like a confirmation class going and I was—I 

didn’t feel like—I was like, oh, well, I’m not ready for confirmation, but it was also sort of a 

like, “Oh, if you want to know more about the Episcopal Church and kind of history and stuff,” 

so yes. It wasn’t like—it was more like answering questions. But by the end of that, I’d been 
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going there enough and really getting—I was like, “Yes, sure. I’ll get confirmed.” So, yes. That 

was about a year and a half ago.  

 

Q: And what year did you move to Richmond, Virginia? 

 

Butler: [39:31] Twenty fifteen. Fall of—summer of 2015.  

 

Q: Summer of 2015. And during that year were you religious at all when you came and—like, 

actively I mean, in a community?  

 

Butler: [39:44] I briefly tried the Quaker Church, which I really appreciated. Like, I liked it a lot, 

but it was kind of—it was a far drive and I was having trouble kind of getting up early on a 

Sunday morning, so yes. It was probably for a year I didn’t go to church at all.  

 

Q: Was that the first time that you had taken kind of such a—I’m not sure what to call it. Maybe 

like a leave from going to church actively?  

 

Butler: [40:14] Yes actually. Yes. Certainly for that length of time and that sort of, intentionally I 

guess. It wasn’t like a break. It was just like, I’m not—yes. I’m not going to church right now, I 

guess. 

 

Q: And what was so intentional about it?  
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Butler: [40:34] Just—I wasn’t like I had a place I was going to go back to or an end point or yes. 

It wasn’t like circumstances keeping me away from church. It was like a decision not to go.  

 

Q: I guess my question was, could you talk a little bit about that decision— 

 

Butler: Oh, sure.  

 

Q: —and like kind of how you made that decision? Yes.  

 

Butler: [40:57] Yes it was, I think at a point where I was wrestling with questioning, not my faith 

exactly but the structures around it. Yes. The church I’d been going to in Williamsburg had 

been—I’d been—I don’t know. I’d had issues with them already, and then it was going through a 

kind of a crisis.  

 

Q: The Church was? I’m sorry.  

 

Butler: [41:27] Yes, yes. So, I sort of took the opportunity of moving to Richmond of—it was 

sort of like I could leave that church without anybody asking questions—and it wouldn’t have 

been a problem, but yes. So I was just in a place where I was like, um, maybe a little—not 

burned out, but I was sort of—yes. It was just taking the opportunity to kind of try something 

new in a new place. See what it was like and not really having a—yes. I guess I just wanted to 

take a step back for a little while before re-engaging so that I could re-engage more intentionally, 

effectively. Yes.  
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Q: You mentioned before that specifically you were doing improv, and I just wanted to hear a 

little bit more about that. Like, what’s that been like? Is this your first experience with it and 

what have you learned in the process?  

 

Butler: [42:50] Yes. I did a little bit of improv in like junior high school at summer camp and 

hadn’t really done anything else until starting here. So I took a class and liked the sort of craft, 

the art of it. The getting out of my comfort zone, saying, “Yes, and,” as we say. But—and I felt 

like—like it helped— 

 

Q: I’m sorry. Saying, “Yes, and”? 

 

Butler: [43:23] Yes, and. Yes. It’s like the— 

 

Q: What does that mean, yes?  

 

Butler: It’s like the mantra of improv, of like accepting what’s given to you and then adding to it.  

 

Q: Oh! 

 

Butler: [43:34] So, but yes. So yes, and I felt like that was like really helping me like conduct 

conversations and interact with people, so yes. And then I—mostly I really enjoyed the people in 

my class, so I was like, oh, I’ll take another class with these people, and so then that from there 
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sort of grew a new friend group that has been—yes. I don’t know it’s been really good social 

circle. I keep using that word, but it’s just, that’s sort of where my people are now.  

 

Q: Yes. So, how did you hear about this like study and stuff? What made you— 

 

Butler: [44:31] I heard about it first from Sarah, I think—yes, mostly Sarah mentioned it and 

then I think posted the survey on Facebook, and I was like, oh, that sounds interesting.  

 

Q: And had you thought a lot about these issues before? Like, whiteness or things like that?  

 

Butler: [44:54] A little bit. I think particularly living where I do, and I also do some volunteer 

work that ends up being with a lot of African American families and thinking about—not the 

optics exactly, but the sort of perception of, as a white person coming into this impoverished 

African American family and like, you know—I’m not there to tell anybody what to do, but I 

do—I certainly, I understand that it takes time to build trust, and I feel that. So, yes. I guess a 

little bit, I thought about it in that way.  

 

Q: And in what ways do you feel this like building of trust or that you feel that this is like, takes 

time?  

 

Butler: [45:58] [Pauses.] Yes. I guess with any sort of relationship, I think it takes a while to 

establish that, you know, I’m not going to hurt you and I’m going to stick around and kind of all 

those things, so I think that exists in any relationship between two people, but I think it’s 
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heightened certainly by the history of race relations and specifically maybe like interactions with 

government services or yes, the state in any way. So—yes. I think I just feel when I come into 

new relationships with—thinking particularly of my volunteer work but with this cases, there’s a 

lot of kind of reticence at the beginning and I’m more—I’m cooperating but I’m not going to 

like, tell you anything, and then yes. So I just kind of try to appreciate that and stick around and 

keep showing up, and then it sort of, yes. It becomes more of a rapport and I think—yes, I do feel 

that kind of trust build as like I just keep showing up and then yes. [Laughs] I’m not articulating 

this very well.  

 

Q: No, no, no. That’s fine. Yes. On the topic of trust, who would you say are the people in life 

right now who you trust the most?  

 

Butler: [48:22] Gosh. There’s a couple friends that I would say I trust a lot. My parents with 

some things. My sister. Yes.  

 

Q: Yes. Related to trust but not quite. Who would you say are some of the people who have 

influenced you the most in your life?  

 

Butler: [49:05] Probably my dad. [Pauses.] Hmm. Phew. There’s a lot.  

 

Q: I’m sure. If you had to pick three.  
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Butler:  [49:41] Yes—there’s some teachers in high school. Probably, I guess, maybe my ROTC 

[Army Reserve Officer Training Corps] teacher in high school was a big influence. 

 

Q: And if you could, could you talk a little bit about how they influenced you?  

 

Butler: [50:05] Yes, yes, yes. So I guess my dad is a very calm and [pauses] generous person and 

he—you know, he thinks through the kind of problems and solves them and helps people and, so 

yes, I’ve always kind of aspired to that. And I think we’re similar in a lot of ways, so I identify 

with him and yes. I just—and then this ROTC teacher in high school, Colonel Bills [phonetic], 

was— 

 

Q: Were you ROTC too?  

 

Butler: [50:53] Yes. Yes, yes, yes. Yes, I did that for four years, and yes. He believed in me. Not 

that that was—a lot of people believed in me, but he trusted me with leadership positions that I 

think had a big impact on my formation at that time, and yes. So that was a big deal. And then, 

hmm. Gosh, I don’t have anything—maybe—yes, okay. I guess the family I worked with in 

Central Asia, I had—I think I struggled a lot with their kind of philosophy—not theology, but 

like they’re very dedicated to really living in the culture that they were in and like being part of it 

and really embracing that, which I admired a lot and had a really hard time with. Because yes, it 

was just less comfortable and more inconvenient and, you know, somebody came to the gate and 

it doesn’t matter what you’re doing, like you drop everything and invite them in for dinner, and 
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like then [unclear]. So, which I just—yes. So it taught me a lot about yes, faith and living in 

another culture and being open to things,[unclear].  

 

Q: Yes, definitely. Yes, totally. Yes. All right, cool. So I think—we’ve covered a lot for today, 

so do you have anything else that you wanted to talk about, or?  

 

Butler: No. No.  

 

Q: Or any reason like why you—you know. Is like whiteness something that you—[pauses] I 

don’t want to do that question. Eh, scratch that. It’s not a good question.  

 

Butler: Okay.  

 

Q: [Laughs] No. Yes, yes. So there’s nothing else that you’d like to talk about here today?  

 

Butler: No, I don’t think so.  

 

Q: All right. Great. Well, thank you so much for coming, August.  

 

Butler: You’re welcome.  

 

Q: Before I turn off the recorder, I just wanted to—on the off chance that you know this person, 

look them up on Facebook, because, who knows, maybe this could elicit— 
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Butler: You know, I’ve had weirder things happen.  

 

Q: Maybe this could elicit some, you know, crazy story and we would be at such a loss to turn 

off the recorder, so.  

 

Butler: I really hope I do.  

 

Q: Let me really quickly. Because do you mind me asking what year you were born?  

 

Butler: [54:35] What year? Nineteen eighty-eight.  

 

Q: This seems like you guys would be like right in the same class, too, I think. Let me check. 

Okay, here he is. I remember her. She’s newly engaged and I remember her husband’s name and 

I don’t remember—or I guess she’s getting married. Qui Hun [phonetic]? Qui Hun Li 

[phonetic]? 

 

Butler: It doesn’t ring a bell.  

 

Q: Let me see if I can pull up a picture of her. She—I believe she’s Korean. Her parents are 

definitely Korean. I’m pretty sure she was born in South Korea.  

 

Butler: Okay.  
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Q: Let me see if I can pull up a picture of her. That’s her.  

 

Butler: Man, maybe. I don’t know. Yes.  

 

Q: She’s really cool though. I met her when I was in China working there. So yes.  

 

Butler: Cool.  

 

Q: It’s awesome you were in Central Asia.  

 

Butler: Yes.  

 

Q: I’ve always wanted to go.  

 

Butler: Yes. It’s great. It’s not—you know, I say Central Asia because when I say Tajikistan 

people are like, “Where?” It’s— 

 

Q: Yes, I know where Tajikistan is. Yes.  

 

Butler: That’s great.  

 

Q: I’ve never been but like— 
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Butler: I’m impressed that you know it because most people don’t.  

 

Q: I may not be able to point out the specific country on a map, but like— 

 

Butler: That’s above and beyond.  

 

Q: —I could probably get it in three tries. 

 

Butler: Nice.  

 

Q: So that’s awful but not enough for being an American, I think. That makes me okay.  

 

Butler: Pretty much, yes.  

 

Q: But yes, no. Thank you so much for being here.  

 

Butler: Yes, you’re welcome.  

 

Q: We really appreciate you coming by to this bizarre, like, stucco mansion we’re in here facing 

the Jefferson Davis memorial.  

 

Butler: Yes. What a place. Yes.  



  Butler – 1– 32 
 

 

 

Q: Cool. Thank you so much.  

 

Butler: Yes, you’re welcome.  

 

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 


