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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Andrew Einolf 

conducted by Whitney Dow on January 26th, 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. 



 

ATC Session #1 (video) 

Interviewee: Andrew Einolf Location: Richmond, VA 

Interviewer: Whitney Dow Date: January 26th, 2018 

 

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

 

Einolf: [18:37:28] Okay. My name is Andrew Einolf. I grew up in Richmond [Virginia], I was 

originally born in Pennsylvania. 

 

Q: And do you live in Richmond now? 

 

Einolf: [18:37:37] I live in Chesterfield County [Virginia], which is a county outside of 

Richmond. But it’s in the metro-Richmond area.  

 

Q: And is it a rural county? Is it sort of an exurb? What’s the community like? Is it 

homogeneous, diverse? What’s the—is it farmers? Businessmen? 

 

Einolf: [18:38:00] [Laughs] Chesterfield is a mixture of rural and suburban. It traditionally was a 

very conservative, Republican-leaning county, but it’s changing. I think in the last—some of the 

elections it’s almost swung Democrat, whereas traditionally, historically, it’s overwhelmingly 

Republican. 
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Q: And how was it that you find yourself in this chair? What led you to this chair, to sign up, to 

get involved in this study that is so well named? 

 

Einolf: [18:38:35] [Laughs] I really can’t remember why or how I got the initial email for this, 

because I was asked that earlier. But I answered it because I have a research background myself 

and I thought it’d be worthwhile to contribute to the body of knowledge and it’s also—race has 

been an issue that I’ve been kind of fascinated with my whole life. I’ve spent a lot of time 

studying the Civil Rights Movement, history of those kind of things, including what happened in 

Virginia, historically. I think that’s what got me interested in this. 

 

Q: In what context have you studied this? Is this part of your work? Is this part of your own 

interest in race? And, what is it that first brought you to be interested in the subject? 

 

Einolf: [18:39:20] I got interested in race for a combination of reasons. Some were educational. 

I’ve got a background as a teacher and I had a class about the history of education in Virginia, 

specifically about the massive resistance movement after Brown v. Board of Education, the 

desegregation efforts in Virginia. And then some of it’s personal because I grew up in Virginia in 

the ’70s. I wasn’t around for the desegregation, but I was around for the after effects of it. The 

way that demographics changed in the city and locality. So I think that’s where my interests 

came from.  

 

And I also was a teacher for a while and I would teach US history. The way I always think 

history should have been taught is teaching it backwards, starting from the present going 
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backwards. So that’s kind of the approach I used and so we would get into the Civil Rights 

Movement, which was helpful because a lot of the kids that I taught were from Richmond, but 

weren’t aware of the history of the locality.  

 

Q: And can you tell me a little bit about growing up in Richmond? What was it like growing up 

here in the ’70s? 

 

Einolf: [18:40:25] I don’t have real clear memories. The only thing that I can say is that I went to 

private school and the primary reason I went to private school is because we lived in the city of 

Richmond, and at the time the city of Richmond was predominantly African American. It still is. 

It’s actually more segregated now than it was when I was a kid. But the general consensus was, if 

you wanted a good education you didn’t go to Richmond Public Schools. So I ended up going to 

private schools.  

 

 

[INTERRUPTION] 

 

 

Q: And what was your childhood like in that context? Were the schools mostly white that you 

went to? What was the community you grew up in like in Richmond, like the neighborhood and 

stuff? 
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Einolf: [18:41:41] The neighborhood I lived in was predominantly white but became 

increasingly—well, you want to say black or multi-ethnic. My family home, where it is, the 

neighborhood has changed, sort of a generational thing. It was also part of Chesterfield County, 

but it was annexed by the city and when they annexed it there was what they call white flight, 

where a majority of the white families left the area. That’s actually why we ended up getting the 

house that we got, because we moved to Richmond right after that took place. So the property 

values were really cheap. My parents got a good deal on the house, and that’s where we ended up 

growing up.  

 

But because of that, my parents also felt that I needed to go back to go to private school. I went 

to public school in kindergarten, had some educational experiences that were a little bit 

questionable, and so the consensus was to send me to private school, so my first-grade through 

twelfth-grade education was all private schools. The majority of the students were white. There 

were very few minorities and most of the people who went there were from the middle or upper 

class. I was a teacher’s kid though, so I was of a different demographic than most of my 

classmates. 

 

Q: And do you remember the first time that you became aware of your race? 

 

Einolf: [18:43:05] [Laughs] I don’t know if I was necessarily aware of it, more than just aware of 

the cultural norms of Richmond, which is still in a lot of ways that way. Richmond’s a very 

segregated city. There are, for example, in Henrico County [Virginia], which surrounds the city, 

there’s the East End and the West End of the county. The East End’s all black, the West End’s 
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all white. The East End’s mostly poor, West End’s mostly wealthy. City of Richmond’s 

predominantly black, except for the West End of Richmond, which is Windsor Farms, where 

some of the wealthiest families in the localities live, but all their kids go to private schools. So, 

you just grow up in that, you know where people lived geographically and how that dictates their 

status in life. And you’ll also learn from a young age you’re aware—when I was mostly in high 

school—there’s certain parts of the city I shouldn’t go into because they were dangerous i.e., 

blacks live there. 

 

Q: And did you have any personal relationships with black people growing up? 

 

Einolf: [18:44:11] Well, in my school we had a couple of minority students, and got along fine 

with them. But again, in the context of what things are like in contemporary society, it was 

different. Because it was the exception not the rule. And it had actually less to do with race, 

necessarily, than it had to do with the whole historical context of the Confederacy. So I had a lot 

of teachers who were very much into the history of the South. And that’s one of the things that 

was a lasting impression for me culturally when I was a kid, how history was taught differently 

than it is nowadays. Nowadays it’s just ironic, if you look around the city of Richmond and the 

area, most of the schools and streets are named after Confederate generals, which I always 

thought was really bizarre. [Laughs] It’s only recently in the last three or four years that they’ve 

attempted to rename the schools for people who aren’t associated with segregation and the 

Confederacy.  

 

Q: Do you consider yourself a Southerner? 



  Einolf – 1 – 8 

 

 

Einolf: [18:45:20] Not really. My parents are “Yankees.” When I was a kid, one of the stories 

that my parents told me—I don’t remember this specifically, but I came in from school one day 

and I asked my parents what a “ma’am” was, because I had never heard the term ma’am. You 

know, because in the North people didn’t say stuff like that. And the other part of it too is, 

growing up in Richmond, if you weren’t one of the FFVs, First Families of Virginia, you weren’t 

born—and your grandparents weren’t born, so and so forth, you aren’t considered a true 

Southerner. So I’ve never thought of myself that way. 

 

Q: Now, how does that connect to the identity of Richmond? It’s like, if you’re not FFV how do 

you fit into the narrative of a community like this and as a historian, how is that narrative then 

woven into the identity of the community? 

 

Einolf: Can you repeat that again? 

 

Q: It’s sort of confusing question. I said, how does that narrative of how important it is being an 

FFV and that FFV’s relationship to the Confederacy and the history of Virginia, how does that 

impact being white in the city? 

 

Einolf: [18:46:42] When I was a kid, especially going to private school, it was much more of a 

factor of—a lot of people would talk about how they were members of the Daughters of the 

Confederacy. I don’t hear any of that kind of stuff nowadays. It’s more of something that’s 

considered shameful, or you just wouldn’t talk about it. But when I was a kid I would hear, every 
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once in a while, people talk about that. But you know, in contemporary society Richmond it’s a 

much more culturally and ethnically diverse city. So it’s not as much—that piece or part or 

flavor of it doesn’t exist anymore as far as I can tell. It’s just not like that.  

 

Q: So you think that that piece doesn’t exist anymore, that that’s sort of gone away. What’s 

happened to the FFVs? 

 

Einolf: [18:47:31] The FFVs are still around. The thing is though, I think a lot of people in 

Richmond—this is true of society in general—don’t realize how there are very few influential 

wealthy families that control the majority of what comes and goes and the power that happens in 

society. I was actually a teacher at a local private school as an adult, an all-boys school and I 

always remember this story because it kind of illustrates what I’m describing. Most of the 

students in the school were from very wealthy, FFV type families. One of the students I had, he 

was the son of one of the Richmond city councilmen and we had this conversation one day, and 

he said, “You know, Michael Jordan’s really not that different from anybody else.” I’m like, 

“What do you mean?” He said, “Well, his beach house is two houses down from ours. He’s the 

nicest guy in the world, and I don’t see why people make such a big deal about him.” It just 

illustrates—it’s a world that exists, but the majority of the general population never has any 

contact with them. 

 

Q: What’s the hierarchy of your own identity? Like, how would you describe yourself to people? 

What are the important pieces of your identity that define you and make you who you are? 
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Einolf: [18:48:47] Well, we have a joke, friends of mine from college. One of my dear friends is 

from Boone, North Carolina, and he had a grandmother named Sadie [phonetic]. And Sadie was 

probably in her eighties when I met her, and she was not—she was definitely one of the people 

from the holler, kind of thing. And when she first met us all she called us “educated idiots.” 

[Laughs] Because we all were going to William & Mary at the time and we had a lot of “book 

learning”, as she put it, but we didn’t have a lot of practical knowledge.  

 

That always kind of stuck with me, because I’m very well educated. I have also common 

practical sense, but one of the things that—it’s not as much race, I don’t see race as much as a 

factor for me. It’s more class. It’s more the opportunities you get in life and also, what you value. 

So I put a high value on knowledge and learning, so I’ve gone to school a lot. But it hasn’t 

translated into the type of economic wealth that creates the kind of power that you might have to 

exercise your influence on society the way that people who give away $50 million to a school or 

something have. I can emphasize and identify with people who, socially-economically, are 

disadvantaged. Because my current situation’s similar to that. The difference would be that I 

have a lot of education. But economically, I have a lot in common with a lot of the people in this 

country who are disenfranchised.  

 

Q: Do you feel like any of that disenfranchisement flows from your race? 

 

Einolf: [18:50:31] So in regards to race, it’s interesting. There’s a new study that came out, I 

can’t remember where it’s from, but it was titled “Deaths of Despair.” It was showing that 

mortality rate for middle-aged whites, primarily who are uneducated or rather don’t have college 
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degrees, has increased for the first time, historically. That really struck me because they’re 

saying that part of the reason it’s happening is that the people in that socioeconomic class and 

that race are feeling so disenfranchised because they sort of can’t establish the American dream, 

that they’re resorting to a lot of substance abuse and there’s a lot of suicides.  

 

I can understand that in the sense that I think our country’s headed in the completely wrong 

direction. My political views are very progressive. I’m a strong believer in Robert Reich’s 

explanation of why we are economically in the situation we are. I also feel that people talk about 

the American dream. They talk about how America’s the greatest country in the world, and I just 

don’t believe either of those things to be true. If I had my choice and I wasn’t born here, I’d have 

rather have lived in a country in Europe where there’s a lot more social supports than we have in 

this country.  

 

Q: And do you feel that you’ve received any benefits from being white? 

 

Einolf: [18:52:02] Well you know, you hear about the term “white privilege” and I prefer to call 

it “white advantage.” I think that being in this society, you do have some advantages in being 

white. Give you an example, a couple years ago I went to a forum in Church Hill [Richmond], 

which is an area of Richmond that’s becoming gentrified, but historically it’s probably one of the 

oldest parts of the city. And there’s been a majority of African Americans who live there.  

 

Well, I went to this seminar. It was supposed to be about community relations with the police 

and it was interesting because it was a majority black group of people, and one of the panel 
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members asked how many people had been pulled over by the police on multiple occasions and 

every single hand in the room that was black went up. And many of them related some stories 

that I’ve had no experience with, and I actually got up during the thing and said, “You know, 

from what I’ve heard I’m kind of glad that I’m white, because I don’t have to be terrified that 

when a police officer pulls me over for some kind of violation, I might lose my life.” Or you 

know, all the kind of things you hear on the news. It really is true that those things take place.  

 

Q: That’s actually one of my questions, is that are you happy you’re white? 

 

Einolf: [18:53:23] I don’t know, I don’t really think about it one way or the other, to be honest. I 

don’t think about my racial identity, I think about who I am as a person.  

 

Q: So you don’t think about racial identity. How often do you think about your race? 

 

Einolf: [18:53:37] I guess only when there’s discussions about it, or when I’m in circumstances, 

or you see something or hear something on the news and you begin to think about—not as much 

your own race, but how people who are not white experience discrimination and prejudice and 

things like that, and the reasons why. So much of it seems to be historical and cultural, but at the 

same time people are unaware of that culture and that history.  

 

Q: Why do you think you don’t think about your race? You live in, as you said, a black majority 

city. Like, why is it that you don’t think about your race? 
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Einolf: [18:54:11] Why do I not think about my race? I really don’t know. The only time I think 

about it is when someone brings it up like, in something like this, or if I have a conversation with 

someone. I guess because I don’t have negative associations with things that have happened to 

me because of my race. Now I will say, that said, I have had experiences with some African 

Americans where—even though nothing’s explicitly said, I get the impression that there’s a 

resentment towards me because I am a white male.  

 

And what makes me say that? For example, having a conversation with someone and they won’t 

make eye contact with you the entire time they’re talking to you. I’ve also, in some situations 

when I was teaching as an adjunct, worked with school employees that were from the city of 

Richmond schools and they were talking about—and also white teachers were talking about how 

you had to be “the right color” to become part of the power structure in the school system. Since 

it is a majority minority school system. But you know, that’s just the exception and not the rule 

for me.  

 

Q: So you are saying there are some disadvantages to being white? 

 

Einolf: [18:55:33] I guess. Again, I don’t think of it in terms of race as much as I think of it in 

terms of economic class. I think that if you look at it historically, there was a time when 

segregation was around that it was much more—not to use the pun, but black-and-white. 

Economics based on legal reasons that you could or couldn’t do something. Since those things no 

longer exist, the parts that do exist are either cultural or they’re less obvious. They’re more 

subtle, which makes it less in your face, but they definitely still exist. And I find that regrettable, 
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but at the same time, the question is what can an individual do about it? It seems like a rather 

daunting thing to try to figure out or do something about because it’s systemic. It’s part of the 

society, it’s part of the culture. It’s very hard to change those things on an individual basis.  

 

Q: Which do you think has had a bigger effect on your life, your gender or your race? 

 

Einolf: [18:56:40] [Laughs] I don’t know. Again, I don’t really think about it one way or the 

other. But again, it’s probably because I haven’t had any experiences that really have made that 

obvious to me, since I’m a white male. The only experience I’ve had which has kind of made me 

think about that, is I am in a social work program at a local university here, which is primarily 

made up of people who are much younger than me, mostly female. And every time I’m in class 

when we talk about the history of oppression, it’s always the white male. And you know, after a 

while you start to feel like, “Well, that was back then and that’s not me.” But other than that, I 

don’t really think about it one way or the other when it comes to which has been more 

advantageous to me.  

 

Q: So do you think we have some sort of connection to the past as white males? Like, how is that 

history of oppression that they’re talking about, how does that relate to you and me, white males 

in 2018? 

 

Einolf: [18:57:50] I think that in our current society—for example, it surprises me that it hasn’t 

been until now that we have this whole #MeToo movement. Things like that just—well, I guess 

they don’t surprise me, it’s just that it’s unsettling that that takes place. But I also have my own 
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personal beliefs as to why that takes place. I’ve been in many situations throughout my life 

where you’re in a culture, an institution, some kind of organization where people, their rights are 

suppressed. What is the best thing for everyone, what would be considered justice, is denied and 

there’s no real recourse for it.  

 

You can’t really take legal action, because legal steps usually very narrowly define types of 

discrimination. Because it’s sort of a groupthink thing, you’re this one small part of this large 

machine. If you say anything or do anything to try to stop or overcome that, it’s going to destroy 

you. And I’ve had that personal experience myself, so most people, to avoid contact, will go 

along with something even if they think it’s ethically and morally wrong. You could call it 

cowardice, but it’s also kind of like survival.  

 

Q: Spoken like an adjunct. [Laughter] As someone who’s an adjunct, sounds like you’ve done 

some advocating for adjunct-cy [phonetic]. You say you don’t think about your whiteness, that 

it’s not that important to you. Would you give it up voluntarily? 

 

Einolf: [18:59:32] Well I think it’s kind of a silly question, to say “Would you give up your 

whiteness?” Because you don’t really have any control over it. I mean, there’s a funny Eddie 

Murphy skit from Saturday Night Live where he goes on a bus disguised as a white person and 

everything’s very different. You know, it is again unfortunate that that’s the way we are. I think 

the only thing that probably, that the United States could benefit from is something like they did 

in South Africa, with the reconciliation with Nelson Mandela. If we had something like that, it 

could really go a long ways towards you know, making racial disparity recognized and a lot of 
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reconciliation. But that’s not how America is. America’s very much a vindictive society that 

works on crisis and justice is not really justice, it’s revenge and retribution. So, unfortunately I 

just don’t see—I think it’s going to be with us forever. I don’t see that there are any solutions to 

it, necessarily.  

 

The Civil Rights Movement was the closest we ever came, but it didn’t last very long. Like I 

said, I’m kind of a Civil Rights—I have interest in it, and I really respect [Congressman] John 

Lewis, who’s now a current congressman for Georgia and he was one of the founders of the 

Student Coalition for Non-Violence [sic] [Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee] and the 

protest and such. If you read his autobiography, it lasted for maybe two or three years before the 

whole thing basically fell apart. And again, it’s because culturally, Americans just—this whole 

issue of race, it’s so loaded and it’s so dysfunctional that progress is made incrementally and it’s 

made more by accident in a lot of cases than by some kind of purposeful action.  

 

Q: But I guess I was thinking about this idea of giving it up or not. I know you can’t give it up, 

right? But I talk to a lot of people that say, “I don’t think about it. I don’t care about race one 

way or another.” And I say, “If you walk out that door and you emerge as yourself. But if you 

walk out this other door, you’ll have a fifty-fifty possibility that you will emerge as yourself or 

emerge as a black American. Would you consciously choose one door or the other?” That’s 

about being attached to it.  

 

Einolf: [19:01:44] So this is sort of like The Matrix. Take one pill, you’re black; one pill, you’re 

white. You know, again it has more to do—I don’t think it would change who I was, but it would 
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change how I was treated. But at the same time—you know, it’s interesting, because just as an 

example. Again, I think that education and socioeconomic status have more of an impact in some 

ways nowadays. Or at least, change that dynamic.  

 

I have married couple friends, they’re married, both are very successful and they’re African 

American. One is a professor at a local university, the other is—I think it’s Dartmouth 

[College]—Dartmouth-educated lawyer. So no matter what their race would be, they are 

exemplary products of their education and their upbringing. But what’s really interesting is the 

wife in particular, she has a—she has expressed a pre-conceived stereotype or belief system 

where she—if something is said to her, or she sees an action, she’ll automatically assume that 

that person is acting that way because they’re a racist. I think that would be a great burden to 

have personally, to have that kind of mindset where you just felt like you couldn’t really trust 

anybody just because of the color of your skin. So yes, if I had a choice, I don’t want to live that 

way. [Laughs] So yes, I probably wouldn’t want to be black if that’s the conditions that you had 

to live under.  

 

Q: As a historian, what about this debate about the monuments? Where do you stand on the 

debates. Should they come by? Should they stay up? Should they be contextualized? Is it 

something where there are bigger fish to fry? Like what’s your take on the monuments debate? 

 

Einolf: [19:03:40] Well, I mean, monuments are symbolic. Most of the monuments in Richmond 

were put up because of the resurgence of the Lost Cause, you know they didn’t show up until the 

early twentieth century and it was sort of a rewriting of history about what happened with the 
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Confederacy and such. I think what should be done with them is that they should be removed and 

put in a museum, where the cultural context of them can be understood. One of the most moving 

experiences I’ve ever had with a museum was going to the Holocaust Museum. I think that the 

whole Civil Rights Movement in America, and the history of blacks needs a museum like that. 

And that would be an appropriate place for those kinds of monuments.  

 

Q: I read this really interesting article in the [New York] Times about what India is doing with all 

the statues relating to colonialization. There are all these statues of British people and petty 

things. They just took them all and put them in this park and are sort of letting them decompose. 

You know, all together. And people go and they have lunch there and like, chip pieces off them. 

It’s just like a physical manifestation as history changes and times changes, that they don’t get 

rid of them, they made them available but in a fundamentally different context, if that makes 

sense.  

 

Einolf: [19:05:05] Well, we do have the Museum of the Confederacy here, so we got plenty. And 

the White House of the Confederacy [The American Civil War Museum - White House and 

Museum of the Confederacy]. [Laughs] There’s plenty of storage space for monuments. But you 

know it’s interesting too because there’s been a lot in the national news about people protesting 

and wanting to come here and defend them, but usually the people that come are from other 

places that are a very small minority. But what’s fascinating is, if you were to go back fifty, 100 

years in history, it’d be the complete reverse. But that’s how things are. So there is progress in 

that sense. But that’s just a symbolic thing. That’s not a fundamental changer of society.  
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Q: I think that what was really interesting for me about monuments is that they’re not really 

memorials to something, they’re more instructors for future behavior. Right? Like, they’re 

saying that this is what you should be emulating in your behavior now, not this is what you 

should be worshipping. So I think that’s what makes them very, very complicated. And in all 

these things that you believe, in the complexity—what’s a righteous narrative to live as a white 

person now, in this rapidly changing paradigm that we’re living under? 

 

Einolf: [19:06:32] That’s a very professorial question. [Laughs] I want to translate that into 

common sense words, in the sense that I think that it would be helpful for our country, like I said, 

to have a dialogue. Sort of like what Nelson Mandela did with apartheid. But it’s not going to 

happen, because our current administration is the absolute worse, as you can imagine, when it 

comes to some idea like that. America’s becoming increasingly polarized and I really think that 

again, it’s not a racial thing necessarily. People are being purposely manipulated. There’s a 

concept called the myth of scarcity, which is used oftentimes by conservative agendas to say, 

“Hey look, get yours before somebody else does.” Well, who are you going to blame? You’re 

going to blame people who aren’t like you. So you’re going to blame immigrants, you’re going 

to blame minorities and so on and so forth, because they’re taking jobs from you and so on and 

so forth. When you have that kind of environment and atmosphere, it only encourages and 

exacerbates the whole situation.  

 

Currently, it’s really pretty pathetic where we are as a nation, which is why we’re also looked 

upon so unfavorably by the world. But these things do have a tendency to go in cycles. So my 

hope is that this is a reaction to the [Barack] Obama era and it might be sort of the last gasp of 
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the type of racial hatred. Because the reality is, and people know this, if you’re white, you’re 

going to become a minority in X number of years. I don’t know what that’s going to do one way 

or the other, but to me, it’s—why is that such a big deal? Why is that a problem? Again, if you 

look historically, there was a time in Virginia when it was illegal for people of different races to 

marry. And that wasn’t that long ago. So we are making progress, it’s just that we also have 

setbacks.  

 

Q: It’s definitely—well I know what I want to ask you, I’m sorry. You talk about race 

reconciliation. I agree, there hasn’t been a reconciliation. What about reparations? Do we owe 

black people something because of the structural inequalities that were perpetrated by the 

government? 

 

Einolf: [19:09:16] So in reference to reparations, I think that while it’s a well-intentioned idea, 

it’s pretty impractical. And I also think that it’s just going to continue a cycle of resentment. It’s 

a divisive action because what you’re doing is you’re telling people who are going to say, “Hey 

look, I had nothing to do with this because it wasn’t when I was alive. But you’re going to get 

something anyway.” It’s just—it’s one of those things that feeds into the ignorance and fear of 

people who are prejudiced. So I wouldn’t be in favor or support that.  

 

I’d again, be in favor of some sort of reconciliation where people—I mean, if you think about 

South African apartheid, horrible things were done. Nelson Mandela was imprisoned for most of 

his lifetime. But he had the qualities necessary to overcome all that, and that’s what’s needed 

from leaders in a crisis. We’ve had many leaders like that—I mean, that’s why [Abraham] 
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Lincoln’s considered one of our biggest presidents, because he was able to preserve the union. 

But our current president is the complete opposite of that. Hopefully that will right itself and 

we’ll be back to continuing to make progress in the idea of reconciliation.  

 

Q: Again, what is reconciliation? Another place where that’s happened pretty effectively is 

Rwanda, in a very recent genocide. What is reconciliation look like? What is the role of we white 

people in that reconciliation? 

 

Einolf: [19:10:52] [Laughs] Well again, I think of it more in terms of economic class than race. I 

mentioned earlier that I’m a big fan of Robert Reich. I think that the fact that we have one 

percent of the population controlling the majority of the wealth in our country—I’m sure there 

are very few blacks in that one percent. So, the way I see it, we need to go back to—ironically, 

what existed in the ’50s and ’60s, which a lot of people don’t realize, people who were extremely 

wealthy had income tax rates of eighty or ninety percent. And it’s a cyclical thing. So if you have 

that high tax rate for the wealthy, since trickle-down economics is practically unsound, it has no 

basis for someone thinking it successful. Except for a belief or a faith.  

 

So if you take that wealth and you invest it infrastructure, you invest it in schools, you invest it in 

opportunities for people who don’t have those means, then they get a chance to have a good 

education. They get a chance to have opportunities open towards them, and they get a chance to 

“achieve the American dream.” And then they’re able to carry that on. Because you always want 

to have your children do better than your generation. But again, we’re at a point where this is the 

first time in American history where the current generation is going to end up worse off than the 
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previous ones. And even though I’m older, I’m already a product of that. My parents had much 

more secure lives economically than I’ve had. Even though I have as many “advantages and 

opportunities” as they do. Most of us don’t because so much of the structure that was in 

existence in the ’50s, ’60s, ’70s is non-existent today. Or if it is in existence, it’s so curtailed and 

so stymied that it’s not enough.  

 

So in terms of reconciliation, if we were able to provide this kind of opportunities for people of 

all races that are in situations where they’re not where they want to be, it would go a long way. 

Because this whole myth of scarcity, this is what the power structure does. It separates people by 

race. It divides people, and it uses their needs and wants and desires against each other to pit 

each other against each other. That’s why we end up with these things, like what’s going on right 

now with immigration and everything else. I mean, if you look at the data, immigrants do a great 

job of contributing to our economy. They typically don’t have a high crime rate. They’re model 

citizens. And illegal immigrants, ironically, have to contribute to Social Security, but they don’t 

get anything from it. So they’re really not getting even close to what everyone else gets as a 

citizen. But the thing is, that’s not ever brought up, especially with the Koch brothers and people 

in power like that. They’re manipulating the masses because of their lack of understanding, 

education, to do this so they can preserve their power and their wealth, and they’re doing a very 

good job of it.  

 

Q: Do you think that conversations like this is valuable? I know you were making fun of our 

name earlier, which, you didn’t hear the original name. Do you think that doing a study on 
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whiteness to try and understand the mechanics of how white people live their racial identity, is 

helpful or has any value? 

 

Einolf: [19:14:40] I think there’s value to studying “people’s whiteness” and how they perceive 

things. But I think the problem is that it’s probably going to backfire or not work, because people 

will watch this documentary and it will confirm biases they already have, or prejudices they 

already have and so, people will use it in a way to again make things divisive. Seems to me the 

only way you really make substantial, positive change is by having dialogues between people. 

When you have someone talking to a camera and there’s nobody else in the room, that’s not a 

dialogue, it’s just a monologue. So I don’t know how effective that’s going to be.  

 

Q: Well the idea was that white people talking to white people—because there’s two parts to 

this. One is the research part of that. There’s never been a stand-alone study on how white 

identity is constructed. So that will have its own value. My piece of it, the media part of it? That 

was really based on the idea that there have been a lot of films on race that are dialogue based, 

and they’re always oppositional. [Laughter] They’re oppositional constructs and then if you have 

people—before you can have a dialogue, you have to make white people able to listen. If you’re 

going to raise up a voice—most white people have a really hard time hearing that. The very basis 

for this project had been to try and get white people to go into those conversations recognizing 

that their race is an active dynamic component, or as an impactful component of our lives as 

anybody that they’re talking to. That you have to enter it in a particular way. And you know, the 

project itself is already being used. There’s certainly been blowback on it. But it’s also being 

used in places like the Mayo Clinic and Teaching Tolerance and stuff to drive dialogue.  
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But this is one piece of what we’re doing. So, it’s complicated. It’s really complicated and it’s—I 

guess the other goal is really that most of the things I’ve done on race, the films I’ve done, when 

they talk about whiteness and race, it’s always the most extremes. It’s always like, this person 

who dragged a guy behind a truck. [Laughter] As opposed to talking to mainstream people like 

you and me and create something that they can actually access as opposed to saying, “Okay, well 

if it’s race it’s either black people or it’s horrible racists.” As opposed to, “It’s just a paradigm 

that we’re all operating in that we have to figure out.”  

 

Einolf: [19:17:44] Do you have a question or is it just kind of a statement? 

 

Q: I was answering your question. I thought you had a question and I was trying to give some 

feedback.  

 

Einolf: [19:17:58] You know, your point about the extremes that you see with—the whole way, 

you for example—I’ve joked with friends of mine, it’s like, well you can have a black—so for 

example in Richmond, there’s black business professional societies, but you can’t have a white 

business professional society, because if you do, it’s automatically assumed it’s some kind of 

white power, Nazi structure thing. So I can see the validity of trying to get the everyday, average 

person’s perspective based on their race. And I think that would be very helpful but at the same 

time, it’s really running a risk because all you need is one interview with the wrong person 

saying the wrong thing kind of thing and it’s just going to exacerbate the situation. And who 

knows, that might be me. [Laughs] So it is a very delicate and difficult thing to talk about and 
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it’s also something—maybe the advantage of this is people will be more comfortable talking 

about their beliefs and views about this, because it is sort of a monologue and there’s nobody on 

your team who is black that I can see. People would maybe feel more comfortable, I don’t know.  

 

Q: But that’s by design. Absolutely. I’ve done a film where we had a white crew and we also had 

a black crew, and the black people just talked to black people. It’s the idea that it’s different 

when you’re talking to someone about something, then explaining something across race. And 

that you can listen in on that and you create a dialogical construct that way. But, it’s—look, 

maybe a complete disaster. You’re maybe sitting in one of the chairs of the Titanic. But that 

certainly wouldn’t be the first time that I’ve participated in disaster. But is there something that 

you particularly think that is important that you wanted to say in the context of this discussion 

that you don’t hear being said other places? 

 

Einolf: [19:20:20] [Laughs] 

 

Q: Because you said earlier about you see these things and you don’t speak out because you get 

crushed.  

 

Einolf: Oh, oh. 

 

Q: So is there something in the context of the discussion about whiteness that— 
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Einolf: [19:20:34] No, no, no. The things I’m referring to—okay, so in society in general—and 

it’s kind of funny, because before this interview started, we talked about the Stanford 

[University] prison experiment and I can’t remember the name of the other one. But human 

beings are remarkable conformists and so it’s the same reason that we had the Holocaust. It’s the 

same reason that we have genocide. Once we get to a critical mass with human society—and it’s 

not a very big number, either—people will lose their—if they had it to begin with, will lose their 

ability to do the right thing because of fear of their own personal retribution. So, that’s one of the 

reasons this kind of thing is so endemic to our society and continues to exist. There are countless 

examples where people don’t stand up for someone else. They allow something to happen which 

they know is ethically and morally wrong. But they don’t stand up because they’re afraid.  

 

No matter what your race is, that’s just—to me, the reality of how people are. And I can count 

examples from my own personal experience, but the thing is that’s why it’s so important that you 

have a cultural or a societal or an organizational structure that allows people to do the right thing 

and to be brave and to make the world a better place. But unfortunately in the United States, 

particularly at this time, we have quite the opposite I believe. So you’re not going to see the kind 

of systemic change that’s necessary to bring about better race relations until we have leadership 

that recognizes it’s a problem and does things that are positive about it. But again, to me the 

route to that is not necessarily strictly racial, it’s more socioeconomic. It’s giving people of all 

races equity. I talk a lot about this in classes I’ve been in, equality versus equity. And the 

analogy is, equality’s where everybody has the same level. Equity’s where someone who maybe 

is four feet tall gets to stand on top of a chair to be able to look eye to eye with the person who is 

six feet tall.  
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And that’s what America needs, but people don’t understand or make a distinction, so that when 

they say equality, they think it is equity, and it’s not necessarily. And then again, that goes back 

to the whole thing of, well, I don’t feel privileged even though I’m white. I have all these things I 

have to deal with. I have all these problems. Why is it that you say I’m privileged? Because I 

don’t have privilege. I’m not able to make my monthly mortgage. I’m having a hard time getting 

a job. I am driving a used car that’s ten years old because that’s all I can do. I have medical bills. 

I’m close to bankruptcy. How can you call me privileged? I mean, that’s the attitude and 

impression of a lot of people in our country, because that is their reality.  

 

So that’s why that whole idea, it conceptually doesn’t fly with a lot of people. Historically, yes. 

But I think in our contemporary society, at least legally, there is no longer a racial distinction. 

But, socially and economically, you are at a disadvantage based on your race. So it’s even harder 

for you to get the equity that you deserve and desire. But at the same time, the people that are 

white, the majority of them, also need that same equity. Maybe not as much. Every situation is 

different. But that’s the real tragedy of the whole thing, is that the equity doesn’t exist for anyone 

unless you are very wealthy and very powerful, and that’s becoming increasingly the way it is. 

We have the largest income disparity that we’ve had since the Great Depression. The 

concentration of wealth, the jobs, the cost of living increases, the inflation increases and wages 

remain flat. It’s unfortunate. It’s impacting our society. And then you couple into that the prison 

to pipeline thing and you’ve got real mess. [Laughs] And that’s where I see us right now.  
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Q: It’s almost thank God. That’s why we’re a successful species, because we’re very self-

interested and short-sighted, right? [Laughter] That’s one of the reasons why there’s six billion 

of us.  

 

Einolf: [19:25:24] Well, it’s interesting you bring that up, because—I can’t remember the author 

that wrote the book Guns, Germs, and Steel?  

 

Q: Yeah, I’ve read it. 

 

Einolf: And he wrote that sequel to it too, but the one I was reading most recently—or prequel, I 

don’t know—talked about in hunter-gatherer societies, they have a much higher murder rate than 

modern societies. And he gives an example, he studied in New Guinea. You couldn’t go into—

this was like the 1940s or ’50s—you couldn’t go into a tribe’s area because the choice was either 

they were going to run away or try to kill you. That’s kind of the way humans are, we’re still 

animals. So I think when you expand that conception out to modern society, we don’t kill each 

other, and we don’t necessarily run away, but we do create institutions and ways to isolate 

ourselves and separate ourselves. That’s why you have gated communities, that’s why you have 

neighborhoods where—how well your schooling is, is based on your zip code. That’s why all 

these things exist, because we still are very tribal. And that’s one of the things that if we’re going 

to continue to exist on this planet, we have to figure out. Because there’s way too many of us to 

continue to try to out-compete the other.  
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Q: So I think that, Douglas [phonetic] we really appreciate you coming in and speaking with us. 

Is there anything you want to add before, is there any question you have for us? 

 

Einolf: [19:27:01] I think I do want to say that I think that one of the other issues that’s 

happening with people in America in general is this feeling of powerlessness. You’re looking at 

the polls, they say that nobody trusts the congress, nobody trusts the president, so on and so 

forth. You hear people talking about how various institutions in our society are broken. But 

what’s interesting is it’s so narrowly focused on America. If you look globally, there are plenty 

of places where you can see some really good examples of how to make society successful. My 

hope is, is that we’ll learn something. I’m a big Bernie Sanders fan, because he’s considered a 

Democratic Socialist and people think of that as a horrible word. But if you look at a lot of 

European countries, they have the kind of social safety nets that help minimize and prevent the 

kind of racial disparities and the kind of issues we’re having in the United States. For example, 

Finland has an influx of immigrants. Germany has the hugest influx. And they are having 

problems, but the attitude of the people, the majority of the people, is to be welcoming. And I 

think that’s something that, in some ways—I don’t know if it’s missing from all of America, but 

it’s certainly missing from the people that are currently in power and that’s—I just find that 

regrettable and hope that that changes.  

 

Q: What did Winston Churchill say? “America can always be counted on to do the right thing—

after they’ve exhausted every other available option.” [sic] [Laughter] 

 

Einolf: Yes, that’s true.  
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[END OF INTERVIEW] 


