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PREFACE 
 
 

The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Interviewee Rebecca 

Keel conducted by Whitney Dow on December 15, 2017. 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. 



 
Audio Transcription Center Session #1 (video) 

 
Interviewee: Rebecca Keel Location: Richmond, VA 

 
Interviewer: Whitney Dow Date: December 15, 2017 

 
 
 
Q: If you’ve run for office, you’ve been interviewed on the news before. This is not like being 

interviewed on the news at all because we’re going to be doing about an hour conversation. It’s 

going to be edited. You don’t have to worry. If you don’t want to answer something, just say I 

don’t want to answer it. If you want to start, stop, start over again, say I don’t like this, there’s no 

pressure to answer any particular way. I’m not looking for anything in particular from you. 

There’s no right or wrong answers. And it should be relatively painless. And also, because my 

voice ultimately won’t be on the file, you need to put my question into your answer. If you’ve 

done this before, you know what that is, right? First of all, can you tell me your name, where 

you’re from, and a little bit about yourself? 
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Q: And tell me a little bit about your family. 

 
 

[Interruption] 
 
 

Q: So we’re going to start again. Tell me your name, where you’re from, and a little bit about 

yourself. 

 
 
Keel: [13:02:41] I’m Rebecca. I’m from Richmond, Virginia. And I am twenty-five years old 

and have albinism. 

 
 
Q: Could you tell me what albinism is? 

 
 

Keel: [13:02:51] So albinism is a genetic mutation that affects maybe 1 in 20,000 people. So it 

affects your skin and hair pigmentation, which is why I’m so light. I’m actually African 

American. I’m biracial. I’m white as well. And with albinism it also affects your vision. So I’m 

visually impaired, or legally blind, depending on who you’re asking. 

 
 
[Interruption] 

 
 

Q: Can you tell me a little about your family—how many brothers and sisters, your mother and 

father, and what the family was like when you were growing up? 



Keel – Session number 1 – 5 
 

Keel: [13:04:11] So I have four siblings total, a very extended kind of family. But for the sake of 

this conversation I have four siblings. My mother and father were divorced when I was two, so I 

grew up in a lot of different households. I’ve had a lot of step-siblings. Both of my parents are 

African American. My mother is a fairly light-skinned woman. My fair is a fairly dark-skinned 

man. And they both grew up in central Virginia. 

 
 
Q: When you said that you’re biracial, if both your parents are African American, are they 

biracial also? Or, can you tell me a little bit about your relationship to whiteness? 

 
 
Keel: [13:04:57] Yes. So my mother being light-skinned, she has some white folks in her family. 

Her father is actually very white-passing. And then my father’s father is a Black man with red 

hair and green eyes. So whiteness to me, it’s been really interesting in the sense that I have 

albinism. So I have passed as white based on skin and hair. But I’ve been raised by African 

Americans in southern Black culture, but then even within that, have African Americans in my 

family, like Black folks in my family, who also pass as white. I believe I’m thirty-three percent 

Irish. So there’s been that underlying dynamic of tones and skin complexion and me just being 

on the very end of the spectrum in terms of my light skinned-ness. 

 
 
Q: Talk to me a little bit about when passing, either, can you give me an example of that about 

how that happens? What have you learned about in the times when you’ve passed? 

 
 
Keel: [13:06:18] Oh man. So I have an ability to walk into a room and people think I’m white, a 

room full of people who don’t know me. They assume I’m white, especially when I don’t have 
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braids in my hair. I have very loose curls. So people just look at me as like, oh, a nice white lady. 

And I’ve seen and witnessed what it looks like for a person of color, whether they’re African 

American or East Asian or from Mexico, whomever, say something and it be discredited. And 

then I can repeat the same thing and people take it as like, “Oh, this is great information. What a 

great idea!” So my passing looks like white privilege. It looks like people taking me more 

seriously sometimes. In other circumstances, it’s been me not being racially profiled if I’m 

walking around at night in a neighborhood. The police don’t stop and talk to me. If they do, they 

tell me to get home quickly. So I do understand I do have white privilege even though I don’t 

identify on a census as Caucasian or European American. I do identify as African American. But 

I would be remiss to not believe that about myself that I do have white privilege. 

 
 
Q: And what was it like? Are your brothers and sisters all dark-skinned? 

 
 

Keel: [13:07:50] Some darker than others. 
 
 

Q: Can you put my—about your family, put my— 
 
 

Keel: [13:07:54] Yes. So some of my siblings are—we’re a range of complexions. I have a 

brother who’s very dark-skinned. I have siblings who just people don’t even know what race or 

ethnicity they are. They look like kind of nondescript brown people. And then I have another 

sibling who is half-Black and half-Puerto Rican. So our complexions are really in a big 

spectrum. And then, again, me on the end of that spectrum with albinism. 
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Q: And what sort of perspective on race did that give you growing up in such a family with such 

diverse roots and diverse looks? 

 
 
Keel: [13:08:38] The perspective I had growing up on race was really shaped by seeing the way 

people treated me and my brother, who’s closest in age. He is one of those nondescript brown 

males. When 9/11 happened in 2001, people were on really high alert. And there was a lot of 

racial tension toward brown folks; folks who looked Middle Eastern, folks who could be 

identified as what we were made to think of as what a terrorist looks like. And so I saw how 

differently he was treated. When we would walk into grocery stores people would really follow 

him in retail shops. And I didn’t get that same treatment. And then just the whole rest of my 

family being from a range of lighter-skinned Black folks to darker-skinned Black folks, and 

then even white people within my family who have married into my family, seeing just the 

differences in how we’re treated when we’re in public spaces, and even as a unit when we all go 

out together. I think servers at restaurants or hotel staff or just families walking past are maybe a 

little bit confused by who we are, if we’re like a group of people who have come together for an 

organization. I think we get that more so than we’re just a family. 

 
 
Q: How do you feel about this idea that you’re African American but present as white? Do you 

wish that you had been born looking how you identify? Or would you change it if you could? 

 
 
Keel: [13:10:26] That’s a good question. So would I change being albino if I could? And do I 

wish that things were different? For some reasons, yes, I do wish that I was born into the body 

that represents my race and ethnic culture. But I was dealt the cards that I have. I think it’s a gift 

to be in spaces where people don’t actually recognize that I’m African American because people 

are much more candid about some of their racial beliefs when they feel that they’re in 

homogenous company or folks who look like them. You know, people just see themselves in 
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me. White folks feel more comfortable, maybe a little more racist around me, which can be 

extremely uncomfortable. But it’s really good for me to know where people actually lie in terms 

of racial allegiance or just biases they have. 

 
 
So again it would be nice if I looked like the rest of my family. But I think I have a really unique 

opportunity for folks to be really candid with me about their perceptions of race. And even if the 

conversation isn’t geared toward race, I mean, we do live in a very racialized society. So the 

subject is often brought to the table. So again, because of my white privilege and because of 

white folks feeling more comfortable around me when they don’t recognize that I’m African 

American, that I’m Black, then it can be interesting. I feel like I am a chameleon of sorts. 

 
 
Q: And what is your relationship to whiteness? Do you feel like you have ownership of some 

level of whiteness, both because of the way you look and because of your ethnic background? 

 
 
Keel: [13:12:30] Do I feel like I have ownership of whiteness? I think that is something that I 

have fought in myself because I have so badly wanted and needed in my life to just fit in like 

most folks do. However, I think it is an obligation that I feel now to use the white privilege that I 

have. And I do racial justice work. So to use it and get in where I fit in and, you know, be that 

chameleon that’s sometimes needed. 
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Q: And so, how do you use it? 

 
 

Keel: [13:13:10] Advocacy is a way that I use my white privilege. So I have been in an instance. 

At a conference, there was a proposal brought to the table. And a woman of color, an African 

American woman, she expressed critiques of this proposal. And the presenter, he was a white 

man, much older, and this was a younger Black woman giving him some very thoughtful 

critique. But the way he received that information, he got extremely defensive. Whether he 

realized his biases or not, he really bucked back at this young woman in a way that was really 

inappropriate. And then, the conversation deescalated, and she ended up leaving the room. And I 

literally repeated the exact same message that she did. And he was like, “Oh, that’s a pretty good 

idea.” 

 
 
So I’ve seen it in real time. I’ve seen how my ability to just repeat what people of color are 

expressing, which is like a very unfortunate reality that we live in, that people of colors’ ideas, 

especially Black folks, our ideas are disregarded because of the color of our skin. But I see some 

power in myself just being able to continuing to advance those ideas. And it’s unfortunate, again. 

But it’s a reality that I’ve known, that white folks will—that level of discomfort if they do have 

bias toward Black folks, it’s more at ease because they see me as white. 

 
 
Q: And being both white and Black, why do you think that there is there? Why do you think 

there is defensiveness from white people in taking in either commentary or criticism from Black 

people? 
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Keel: [13:15:25] Just bias, whether it’s on the surface and really explicit, or if it’s like a more 

deeply-rooted, implicit thing that you’re not quite aware of. I just think we’re afraid. Like, 

people are afraid of what they aren’t used to or understand. Or we just don’t quite know how 

to treat people who are different from us. And then also just racism. People are just straight-

up racist. So yes, I think that it really comes down to what you’re aware of and what you’re 

not aware of and how you react. 

 
 
Q: So, what do you think? Having both of these experiences, it’s really interesting to meet 

someone who’s living in these sort of dual worlds. What do Black people not understand 

about white people that you know because of the way that you live? 

 
 
Keel: [13:16:34] Is there something that Black people don’t understand about white people that 

I feel like I can communicate? No, not necessarily. I feel that in my experience, most Black 

folks do understand the plight of racism and how that affects white people. I think there are 

people who are more compassionate towards racism being viewed as a disease or something to 

overcome. I also think there are people who just, rightfully so, have no patience because we’ve 

been living in a racist system of oppression that’s so deeply rooted. And it’s interpersonal. And 

it’s systematic. And so, I don’t think there’s anything that necessarily Black people don’t 

understand. I just think that there are people who have a more compassionate temperament and 

so have a little more patience for dealing with white folks and their ignorance and their biases. 

And I don’t think that there’s anything about my white privilege that gives me any more or less 

insight into that. 
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Q: Do you feel like you’ve gotten benefits from being white? 
 
 

Keel: [13:18:07] Do I feel like I have gotten benefits from being white? Absolutely. I’m having a 

hard time pulling up a specific example because it’s one of those things where—I can’t 

remember the author’s name at the moment. But there’s this really great short article about white 

privilege, unpacking the invisible knapsack. And white privilege is sometimes very explicit. 

Sometimes you are getting things because of the color of your skin. And you understand that as a 

recipient. But a lot of things are just really subtle, interpersonal things. People are more likely to 

just smile at you on the street or just little things like that. So I’ve just had a lifetime of subtle 

acknowledgements that are like, hey, you’re white, so I’m going to treat you a little bit nicer or a 

little bit better. I’m going to listen to you a little bit more, which again is a very unfortunate 

reality that people of darker complexions oftentimes don’t receive that kind of treatment, not 

only from white people but other people of color as well. So I think it’s just a lifetime of subtle 

yes, you’re white, so you’re on my side. 

 
 
Q: Do people treat you differently when they find out that you’re not just a white girl but that 

you’re, you know, a Black woman with albinism? 

 
 
Keel: [13:20:01] Yes. I think it surprised a lot of people. I remember being in elementary school. 

I had this one friend in elementary school who we grew up together through school. We didn’t 

hang out outside of school that much. But it wasn’t until our ninth grade year of high school that 

she really realized that I’m actually Black. And you know, maybe it was a developmental, like 

I’m just nicer in elementary school than I am in high school. But there was a difference in how 
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she would joke around with me and respond to me. And when I talked about my family there 

was always a much more serious tone she would take. Like, we grew up in similar 

circumstances. But I think that she pitied me a little more because of the final acknowledgement 

that, yes, I am African American. My family is Black. We have a certain experience in the 

world because of our Blackness. So could you repeat the original question? 

 
 
Q: The original question was whether white people treat you differently. 

 
 

Keel: When they find out? 
 
 

Q: Yes, that you’re not actually what they think you are. 
 
 

Keel: [13:21:17] There is sometimes an initial shock oh, I would have never guessed that about 

you. When I wear my hair differently people are like, oh, but I would have never thought that 

because your curls are very loose, or oh, but you’re still mixed with something, right? The things 

that people say to me are sometimes alarming. But I don’t ever fault people for thinking that I’m 

white because you see pale skin and really bright blonde hair. People usually think I’m Swedish. 

I get that when I travel. People think I’m European. But when people find out that I’m actually 

Black, when Black folks find out that I’m actually Black it’s a different response than when 

white folks find out, than when other people of color find out. So it varies. But I think the 

biggest reaction is shock for people who don’t know what albinism is or how it affects your skin 

and hair. 
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But you know, surprisingly, a lot of people do know what albinism is. So in more recent years 

there hasn’t been that huge shock factor when I reveal it to people. Most people are like, 

nowadays, oh, I kind of thought that. But I didn’t want to ask because, for whatever reason, 

being albino is a not great thing to be. 

 
 
Q: There are certain places in the world where it’s really not. 

 
 

Keel: [13:22:52] Actually, yes, there are certain places in the world. 
 
 

Q: Yes. It’s life-threatening. 
 
 

Keel: [13:22:58] Yes. I will say I do have a great degree of privilege being albino in the United 

States. I feel safe being albino here. 

 
 
Q: And you said that Black people treat you differently when they find out that you’re Black. 

Can you talk about that a little bit? 

 
 
Keel: [13:23:12] Yes. So on first impressions, when people see me, they assume I’m white, 

usually. And when it comes to other Black folks, when they hear me talk or just see me in 

action a little more than just standing in a crowd, I think the pieces begin to come together that, 

oh, okay, she’s a sister. Okay, cool. I can feel like I’m not talking to—I’m also a social worker, 

right? And there’s this perception of white social workers in Black communities. And it’s really 

come to my benefit when people find out that I’m actually Black when I’m doing that kind of 
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work. So the reaction, it’s not really of shock. It’s more like, oh, okay. I find people to be a little 

more at ease with my presence in the room, especially Black folks, when they do find out that I 

am actually Black as well. And this happens from younger folks all the way up to seniors, older 

folks. 

 
 
Q: And did you think your family treated you differently because of the way you look? 

 
 

Keel: [13:24:28] I don’t think my family particularly treated me differently because of the way I 

look. Albinism is genetic, so I’m not the first albino person in my family. I am the first albino 

person in my very immediate family. And they didn’t quite treat me differently because of 

albinism. I think it was more so the visual impairment piece of it that they recognized that they 

have someone in their family with a pretty impactful disability. So I’m unable to drive a car and 

work a whole lot of different jobs that require use of sight. So I think they were just really 

compassionate toward me or just asked me a whole lot of questions, assisted me when I need to - 

But it was more so based around a difference of disability rather than a difference of race. 

 
 
Q: So we talked a little bit earlier about the ownership of whiteness, having what sort of level of 

ownership of whiteness. And part of that also is ownership of the legacy, not just experience, but 

the legacy of whiteness. Do you feel any relationship to the legacy of whiteness? Or is it just the 

experiential piece of living in the world? I know those things are really tangled up together. But 

you’ll see where I’m going. I think you see where I’m going. 
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Keel: [13:25:46] Yes. So do I feel ownership of the legacy of whiteness? That’s also something 

I’ve grappled with. I have been involved in some very explicit racial justice work that’s been 

organized and headed by both Black folk and white folk and people of color. And sometimes 

during meetings or an intentional gathering is held, there’ll be a white caucus. And I’ll find 

myself in that group out of somewhat obligation because of wanting to own my white identity in 

the sense of the privilege that I have. But then going into that space and just hearing about 

ancestral whiteness, sometimes I feel disconnected to it. Sometimes I feel connected to it because 

with the realization that my family, my African American family, is light-skinned for a reason. 

There are white people in my family and in my bloodline. 
 
 

Interestingly, my great-great-great-great-great, whatever, grandfather was a white Irishman by 

the name of William Ruffin, some other last name. Fact-check me on this. But he actually fired 

the very first shots of the Civil War for the South. So that’s like my legacy. That’s my kin. So 

feeling connected to a legacy of whiteness is something that I’m still learning how to navigate. 

But it’s something that I am eager to dig in to. I’m simultaneously eager and hesitant to dig into 

it because it’s a really, really tricky thing. And I’m not so much an owner of my whiteness that 

I’m like, yes, I’m not going to be the head of this white racial justice organization because I feel 

like it’s not quite my place. But I do understand that there are folks in my bloodline that are 

culprits for all the systematic racism that this country has. So it’s something I’m still grappling 

with, to be honest. 

 
 
Q: That’s really, really, really fascinating, especially living where you live. Like, are you from 

Richmond? 
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Keel: [13:28:17] Yes, born and raised, capital of the Confederacy, or former, anyway. Some 

would still say it is. Yes, being a Richmonder has very much influenced my perceptions of race. 

Walk around. There’s a lot of monuments and statues to white supremacy in this city, not only 

like the actual statues. But then, Richmond was the second-largest slave trading post of the 

United States, second to New Orleans. So many Black folks in this country can trace their 

legacies to this very city. And then there so many monuments to white supremacy, like our 

public education system, like the fact that Virginia was founded as a corporation, and how all 

that has trickled in to our interpersonal dynamics. 

 
 
The city is still pretty damn segregated. And there is like an old boys’ club of white money, of 

southern white money, in Virginia itself as a state. I mean, this is like big tobacco land. This is 

like cotton, you know? That legacy is still very much here. We just got an African American 

history museum last year, you know? Well, there was one functioning before. But it was very 

underfunded, you know. And the fact that these things are just arising for a city that’s still 

predominantly Black, I’ve always been very aware of racial divides in this city. And my parents 

did a wonderful job of not relying on public education to teach me that, because our curriculum 

is very racially biased here in favor of white supremacy. So they would take me around and do a 

people’s history of what this city actually was and meant to Black people and to white people. 

 
 
Q: Are you proud to be from Richmond? 

 
 

Keel: [13:30:21] Yes. Oh man, talk to anyone. I love this city. 
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Q: Tell me a little about the complex relationship of being proud to be from Richmond and also 

recognizing its legacy. So why are you proud? And how does that butt into the history of the 

city? 

 
 
Keel: [13:30:41] Yes, so I’m proud to be a Richmonder. I’m proud to be from here because this 

is a site that is ripe for transformation. This city has really, really owned and seen a lot of 

carnage through racism, through Chattel slavery, through segregation, through Jim Crow, 

through redlining, through all of those systematic forms of racism. And I feel like if Richmond 

can change and transform, because this city has had such a hard history, it can become a model 

for newer cities, newer counties, localities, small towns to really bolster and catalyze and inspire 

their transformation. I feel like if we can do it here, then it can be done most anywhere. And 

that’s why I’m proud to be from here, because I realize the legacy of this city. And I also feel so 

connected to it that I want to help shape its future as best as I can while I’m here. 

 
 
Q: Well, that’s funny because it seems like I can see being excited about an opportunity. And 

I’m trying to understand the civic pride when you described redlining, chattel slavery, 

segregation, all this stuff. And can you explain that a little more to me? 

 
 
Keel: [13:32:03] Because I’m still here. My family fucking survived all that. And that’s why I’m 

proud. I’m proud of my ancestors. I’m proud to know that I come from a legacy of resistance. 

And even though my legacy is both of white Americans and white immigrants and also folks 

who have been human trafficked here to the United States, I feel really proud to know that their 
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fight has produced me. And I do feel an obligation to my ancestors to transform as much as I 

can. So I guess my pride comes from not so much like, oh yes, Richmond’s so great because of 

all of its systematic flaws. But this city has shaped so much of my kin and my legacy. And it’s 

shaped me. And I’m really proud of the person I am. And I know my ancestors would be very 

proud of the person I am, too. 

 
 
Q: Let’s talk a little bit about history. As white people, do we have an obligation to people of 

color because of our history? 

 
 
Keel: [13:33:31] I think the majority of white people in this country do have an obligation. All 

white people in this country do have an obligation to rectify for the wrongdoings and sins, if you 

want to look at it from a religious lens. But I’ll say wrongdoings from a secular standpoint. But 

so the wrongdoings yes, the majority, if not all white people, do have that obligation. And I think 

that’s because we can’t change the past, but we can damn sure change the future. But if we 

continue to go on auto-pilot, that is being complacent in what your ancestors—and I’m talking to 

you white people—to what your white ancestors laid out. And if you are complacent in that, you 

are pretty much active in it. So if you’re not actively fighting against that and resisting those 

legacies that were set up by your white ancestors, then what are you doing? You’re not actually 

helping in any racial justice initiatives, efforts. So yes, there is an obligation for white people to 

do this work. I’m one of those folks who are compassionate to the plight of racism. And I’m not 

saying it’s easy. But it’s fucking necessary. 
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Q: I think there’s a lot of trauma in white people around racism, that they have totally unexplored 

trauma, unacknowledged trauma. Obviously in the news about all the, you know, Charlottesville, 

there’s lots of—we talked earlier about the monuments. Can you talk to me a little about just 

your own personal view on how a community should deal with things that memorialize a past in 

a particular way the way they are here? 

 
 
Keel: [13:35:42] Fortunately and unfortunately, there have been models created for how to deal 

with, to say it nicely, tough histories. If we look toward the apartheid in South Africa and what 

they’ve done with Truth and Reconciliation, and oppressors have been able to be forgiven by 

folks who they actively committed genocide against, that’s powerful. A victim saying that they 

forgive their oppressor is not the solution, per se, but it’s more so about that process of laying out 

the truth for exactly what it is and being able to reconcile your part, how you were an actor in 

that, and owning it, and owning it that yes, I am white in America. So I am guilty of racism in 

America. It’s like you’re an alcoholic. Like, the first step is admitting it. Or if you’re dealing 

with any kind of substance issue, the first step is truly just admitting it. And we look at substance 

abuse as a disease. And I don’t know if disease is quite the right word for racism. But it’s pretty 

on par right now with what we’re working with. 

 
 
So going back to how do we really address that, I think that there have been really great models 

that have been created for how to really lay this out. And HROC is the name of this one model. 

It’s called Healing and Rebuilding Our Communities. And there are active trainings going on in 

Richmond for how to do that work. So it’s not like the resources don’t exist. It’s just people’s 

level of willingness, white people’s level of willingness to engage in that, actually. 
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Q: And what about the monuments themselves? There’s a lot of talk about taking down 

monuments, whether it’s General Lee in Charlottesville or people talking in New York about 

taking down statues of Teddy Roosevelt. Do you think it’s appropriate? Or do you think that’s 

the right thing to do? Do you take down all monuments that relate to this country’s past that 

relate to the negative past of the country? 

 
 
Keel: [13:38:13] So with the monuments, the way I think about it is, if you’re doing something 

to hurt someone, and that person says, hey, you’re hurting me, could you stop, it is your 

obligation to stop. So when a group of people who are being hurt by white supremacy say, hey, 

seeing these monuments every day is hurting me, then yes, the monuments should be taken 

down. I think there are ways to memorialize the history that we’ve gone through in this country. 

But I don’t think that keeping monuments in their form, as they are today, is very helpful at all. I 

just had this experience in New Orleans where they took down a significant number of their 

monuments. There was a Jefferson Davis monument in Mid-City. And it’s really just the steps 

that led up to it and then nothing on top. There’s no marble person up there anymore. But I got to 

go stand up there. And that was one of the most empowering moments of my life, just standing 

on a fallen statue of this person that was in Richmond. 

 
 
So I think there can be empowering experiences for people who have been oppressed with the 

taking down of the monuments. So yes, they should be taken down. I think there are processes by 

which we can go through that history buffs can feel a little bit more appeased by. I don’t 

necessarily think a wrecking ball is the answer. But I do think they should be taken down. And I 
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do think we can be really intentional about it to make sure everyone involved feels like their 

voice is heard. 

 
 
Q: When you say “they,” though, what constitutes they when you say they should be taken 

down? Because, you know, the president says, well, what do we do? Do you ultimately take 

down the Washington Monument? Where do you stop? How do you figure out what should 

come down and what shouldn’t? 

 
 
Keel: [13:40:30] Yes, so where do you draw the line with what monuments are the most hurtful, 

most impactful in people’s day-to-day visuals? What continues to serve as a symbol for white 

supremacy? There’s no blanket solution. I think it’s case by case. I mean, put out a national 

survey. Which monuments are the most harmful for folks of color and folks who have been 

impacted by those legacies? I think it would be really time-consuming to do it case by case. But 

look where we are right now. I think that intentional process is really important. So I will say that 

anyone who has owned slaves is probably up for discussion. I’ll put it like that. 

 
 
Q: And because I feel like it’s similar to the discussion of deconstructing white supremacy, when 

you talk to white people about deconstructing white supremacy, and you talk to any white 

person, oh yes, there shouldn’t be racism. We shouldn’t have structural racism. But what are we 

actually moving towards? Where does that end? What are you actually asking white people? I 

think about this a lot. I think about the trajectory that we’re on, we white people are on, and how 

to think about that trajectory in relationship to the society. And if you believe in deconstructing 

white supremacy, what are you moving towards? 
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Keel: [13:42:17] So what are white folks moving towards in deconstructing white supremacy? I 

think the answer is really complicated. That’s been a question on my mind and the minds of 

white allies. I think you start from a place of what do you want your future to look like? What do 

you want your children learning about the truth in their legacy and where they come from? And 

once you start there, you can begin to imagine the steps that it takes to get to that point, right? I 

also think that white folks, and specifically white folks who have class privilege, the need to 

realize what reparations can be for people of color, specifically Black people, I think that 

conversation needs to be continued. I know it’s being had. But it needs to be furthered and 

advance and move a lot more quickly than it is right now. 

 
 
I think reparations can look like so many different things, from “I’m actually just going to 

volunteer more of my time,” to “I’m going to pay for someone’s college tuition,” to “I’m going 

to pay for someone to get out of debt,” to just anything, you know? I’m going to buy groceries 

for someone every so often. And this is for folks of class privilege. I understand that there are 

poor white people in this world, in the United States, especially in the South. And I that kind of 

deconstructing of whiteness for those communities looks more so like how am I more similar 

than different from communities of color? What can I do with the position I’m in to build 

solidarity with communities that I’m actually really close to? 

 
 
So it varies from what social privilege/position/standpoint you come from. But I think that it is a 

misnomer and a plain lie to think that there is absolutely nothing white people can do to 

deconstruct their whiteness and to be an ally and an accomplice in this movement for racial 
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justice. There absolutely is something that every white person can do, whether again it’s buying 

groceries for someone or just finding more similarities within yourself to communities of color 

that you’re close to. And then how can you move in better solidarity from there? 

 
 
Q: So you’re talking about individual action. And that’s basically turning it over and saying, 

okay, we’re going to turn this over to the white people who care about doing this and let them 

decide. What about as a society when we talk about reparations? Is there some sort of society- 

wide or government responsibility to do this? I’m trying to understand. When you talk 

reparations, do you only think of it in terms of individual reparations? Or do you think of it as 

actual, when people talk reparations, a program of reparations; not necessarily knowing what that 

looks like, but that there’s an obligation for that? 

 
 
Keel: [13:45:44] I would love for the government to dole out some forty acres and a mule, or a 

car or whatever. I don’t have faith in our federal government to do that work. I have faith in 

individuals who benefit from federal government jobs to do that work as individuals. And then, I 

believe that culture shapes policy as much as policy shapes culture. So if there is a culture of 

white folks using their social positions, I think policy can follow. I don’t think it necessarily will. 

But I think it can. 

 
 
Q: I want to circle back to your individual identity and talk about your hierarchy of identity. How 

would you rank the different parts of yourself in importance to yourself? 
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Keel: [13:46:57] I believe in intersectionality. So there isn’t necessarily a hierarchy of my 

identity. But there is something to be said about the layers of my identity that I wear versus the 

layers of identity that are through action or a preference. So an example my whiteness, my 

albinism, is like a big old layer to my identity because people read me as white. That’s 

something I cannot help at all. I’m also queer. Unless you see me in a queer relationship or at 

LGBTQ space, and you make those connections—now, politically my queerness is very 

important. But on the surface level, I think race and my racial identity and my albinism is 

something more on the forefront because it’s something that I have less control of people’s 

perceptions than yes, that might be in the front a little more. But it’s not necessarily above my 

queer identity. 

 
 
And the same thing with my disability. Even though my disability is not something that most 

people see—I’m visually impaired, legally blind. And I wear glasses. But the majority of people 

wear glasses, or a lot of people wear glasses anyway. So I’m not seen as a disabled person. But I 

move through the world in a way that I think about my vision all the time because I’m constantly 

using my eyes. So that is also something that stands out a little bit ahead of other facets of my 

very intersectional identity. So I would say that race and disability are more at the forefront 

because those are things that I interact with. And people interact with me that way on a day-to- 

day more so than my sexual orientation or even political party, in some ways. 

 
 
Q: And which has had a bigger impact on your life, your gender or your race? 
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Keel: [13:49:17] I don’t know if one is necessarily more impactful than the other because I am 

read as a white woman by people who don’t see me as Black. But if I was a man, right, having 

male privilege is a lot different than having white privilege as a woman. Again, in the same 

point, if I was a man and people just read me as albino, I know albino men to be treated 

differently than albino women. So I don’t think gender and race can really be dissected in that 

way. I just think they really heavily influence one another. So for me, being an albino African 

American woman who’s white-passing, I just move through the world with all of that, all at 

once. And there’s no way to quite dissect that, nor do I think it should be dissected. It just is 

meant to be understood as all these things working in tandem. 

 
 
Q: I speak to a lot of women. And most women I speak to, who don’t have as complex identity 

as you, feel that being a woman is sort of the most impactful piece of their life, that it sort of like 

trumps almost everything, especially white—well, I would say this. White women feel that way 

because they don’t really see the effects of their race on themselves. 

 
 
Keel: [13:50:53] Yes. And I think a lot of white women may not see race as the forefront of their 

identity because women are oppressed in this world. Like, we just are. So to connect with an 

identity that is more oppressed, it makes total sense. But the need is to not disregard your 

whiteness, your racial, your gender, your religious identity. All of those things really do intersect 

and work in tandem together. So if I had a message for white women, it’s like yes, sis, I see you. 

You’re a woman. But you have to understand your white privilege and be able to move from a 

place of how am I going to use this for social good. I am faced with that as an albino woman. 

And I would like to see more white women doing the work that I find myself doing. 
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Q: And what about when you’re with your partners? Have you partners all been African 

American, white, Latino, Asian? 

 
 
Keel: [13:52:03] I’ve dated everybody. 

 

Q: Okay. So what did you think about the experience of doing the survey? Did you learn 

anything about it? Was there anything surprising about it? Was it what you thought it would be? 

 
 
Keel: [13:52:41] I thought the survey was really thoughtful. It asked some interesting policy 

questions, which I didn’t expect. But I love policy, so I was like, oh, hey, I’m talking about 

NAFTA? The North American Free Trade Agreement. All in all, nothing too surprising. I 

thought that questions about would you feel more or less comfortable living in a neighborhood 

full of African Americans versus white folks versus Asian Americans versus Latinx folks, I 

thought it was very thought-provoking for me in thinking about my own comfortability right 

now, because I do live in a predominantly African American neighborhood that is rapidly 

gentrifying. And my racial identity in that is so challenging to navigate because my neighbors are 

older African American folks who honestly, they sit outside and they get high most of the day. 
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And being around those kinds of substances is very triggering for me. So as much as I want to go 

out and be neighborly with my people, it’s not something I want to be around. But then I find 

myself going to the hella’ bougie coffee shop down the street where I’m maybe the only Black 

person that’s been in there all day. So it’s a really interesting—with gentrification and 

neighborhoods clashing around race and class, and me having my super-complex identity, in 

terms of where I see myself living, I think do best in cities that are multicultural. 

 
 
Q: Based on the fact that you could be on both sides, people talk a lot about Black culture 

or Latino culture. Is there a white culture? 

 
 
Keel: [13:54:44] Yes and no. 

 
 

Q: Can you put my question? 
 
 

Keel: [13:54:46] Yes. With white culture there both is and is not a white culture. Off the top, 

white culture to me is a void. White culture is appropriative. But white culture is also 

Tupperware commercials where all the things are falling on you and you’re kind of an imbecile 

about it, and not because white people are imbeciles with Tupperware, but because that’s part of 

the mass media marketed to white people, usually by white people. So white culture in the 

United States to me is just kind of like a really silly, almost like sardonic entity that also sucks up 

a lot from other cultures which, again, is very appropriative. What I tell most white people is, 

white people have the best opportunity to rebrand their own culture right now. And I think that’s 
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part of the work for racial reconciliation and deconstructing white cultures to, again, think 

toward the future and what you want to be the future of whiteness. And then work from there, 

work backwards from there. 

 
 
And white culture, it doesn’t have to be as silly as it is. I think drawing back to European roots 

that don’t relate to slavery, which isn’t as difficult to find. I laugh about it, but I mean, there are 

so many ethnic white identities that the United States has very purposefully just glazed over and 

homogenized whiteness into one thing. But being an Irish American is very different from being 

a Greek American, from being an Italian American, from being Eastern European in America, in 

this country. So I think finding your roots is really important for white folks to do in terms of 

identifying culture. So it’s both visioning the future and drawing from the past and seeing where 

those two pieces meet. 

 
Q: Are there any negatives to being white? 
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Keel: [14:00:42] White people definitely have their work cut out for them in terms of undoing 

and reshaping white culture. So I feel like there’s a lot of labor to be done there, which could be 

seen as like a negative. But for the most part, if you continue to be complacent in the world, in 

political realm, in interpersonal dynamics, then you ain’t got nothing to worry about if you’re 

white because the world’s set up for you. So I wouldn’t say that’s a negative thing. But there 

may be a whole hell of a lot of dissonance when you see all of your POC and Black friends 

really struggling, and you don’t want to connect to that for whatever reason. So I feel like if 

you’re on autopilot, sure, it’s a great world to live in if you’re white. But if you are really 

conscious of what’s going on, and not as in there’s conscious folks and non-conscious folks. 

There’s a spectrum, right? And if you’re anywhere on that spectrum of understanding how 

difficult it is for people of color and Black people and other marginalized identities to live in this 

world, then it can be really overwhelming. 

 
 
And I’ve seen people look at that whole desert of tasks or whatever it is to do as a white person. 

And I say desert because I think about it as like these little grains of sand, you know? And each 

grain of sand can represent an action you take as a white person to further racial justice. So if you 

are looking at that whole desert, you can freeze and be so overwhelmed by it. But the best thing 

to do is start. And the best place to start is exactly where you are. So I just feel like it is the duty 

of white folks to do that work and to pick up those grains of sand and make decisions. So if you 

see that as like a negative thing, then sure. But I like to frame it as a fantastic opportunity. 

 
 
Q: Just a couple more questions. Do you resent when you’re labeled white? 
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Keel: [14:03:04] I used to resent when I was labeled white. But now, one, I use it as an 

opportunity to be a chameleon in spaces. And then two, I just don’t fault people for seeing 

blonde hair and white skin and thinking I’m white. I can’t get mad at people for that. I make 

assumptions about people based on those two things all the time. So I have compassion for 

people when they make that mistake. And I politely correct them or remind them and keep it 

moving. 
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Q: Is there anything that we didn’t talk about that you think would be really important to say in 

the context of this conversation? 

 
 
Keel: [14:05:26] Anything to add? Do I have anything to add? If I could say one thing to white 

people in the world, it’s like don’t let all of your legacies and histories to stunt your growth. If 

African Americans did that, if I internalize that I’m nothing more than a slave because that’s 

what was told to my family, my direct bloodline, then I wouldn’t be the person I am today. I 

wouldn’t be continuing to evolve and change and strive for better. For myself, I would have 

internalized racism and thought that I was worthless, thought that I was a piece of property. So 

my message to white people is to not internalize the legacies that you’ve come from in the sense 

of don’t let it paralyze you. Don’t let it put you in a state where, oh, I’m stuck. I can’t do 

something. Un-stick yourself and keep it moving and evolve and develop, because that’s what 

we need. That is what Black communities are requesting and, at this point, demanding. And it is 

something that is obtainable is the best part about it. 

 
 
[END OF INTERVIEW] 


