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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Kasey Landrum 

conducted by Whitney Dow on January 28, 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.
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Transcriber: ATC Session #1 (video) 

Interviewee: Kasey Landrum Location: Richmond, VA  

Interviewer: Whitney Dow Date: January 28, 2018  

 

Landrum: [10:41:46] —they’re, you know, twenty-eight and under. And they’re like, “Ah, isn’t 

that big of a deal.” And I was like, “Y’all are going to die, I don’t want to come back, one time. 

Please, only one time.” 

 

Q: So, we’re just taking—this is like a real arrest? 

 

Landrum: [10:41:57] It was crazy. Rehab is a whole different worl—I went for thirty days, 

thinking I would go for thirty days, and at thirty days I was like, no, I’m not ready to leave. So, I 

stayed for three months. And younger people, they’re facing really tough stuff, they’re not even 

twenty-one yet and they’re trying to get sober from heroin. I was not a heroin user. And then 

they go home and they hit twenty-one and they go crazy with alcohol. And it just kind of spirals 

back to where they were before. And they think they have this—you know, they have a different 

view on life. We’re going to survive no matter what we’ve been through all this crazy stuff, I’m 

sure we’ll be fine. And I’m old, I want to get my shit together. I need [laughs] my life, I don’t 

want to play like you guys. It was crazy, rehab was crazy. 
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We don’t have drugs anymore so now we’re just going to be acting out sexually. And I’m like, 

“Hey, Laura [phonetic], we’re married. Or some people are married.” And they were like, “It 

doesn’t matter in rehab!” And I’m like, what? 

 

Q: What happens in rehab, stays in rehab. 

 

Landrum: Exactly. It was very [Las] Vegas [Nevada]-ish. And I was like, mmm, not my world. 

That’s not how it works for me. It was weird, but it was a good experience. Living with a bunch 

of junkies for three months, it was great. Good people, really good people, just really hard times. 

Yeah. 

 

Q: The other thing is that we’re going to talk about a lot of different things. I don’t expect you to 

be an expert on anything but yourself. Which I know you are. Yes you are, especially after three 

months of rehab. 

 

Landrum: Yes, yes. [laughs] It’s work. 

 

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

 

Landrum: [10:44:03] My name is Kasey Landrum. I am from Alaska and I moved over to 

Richmond, Virginia. I am a Ryan White [HIV/AIDS Program] case manager. And I manage the 

medical needs of people with HIV [human immunodeficiency virus]. I assist with their needs. 
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Q: What’s Ryan White? 

 

Landrum: [10:44:21] Ryan White is a program that helps people with HIV get coverage for 

medical care because it’s excessively expensive. And any kind of needs that they need that they 

can’t get themselves. 

 

Q: And what brought you to Richmond from Alaska? 

 

Landrum: [10:44:35] I had gone to college in Seattle [Washington] and I had graduated in 2000. 

And a girlfriend from high school just said, “Hey, I want to go to college now.” Because she 

hadn’t gone when we all went. And she said, “Want to be my roommate?” and I was like, yeah, 

let’s do this. Let’s do an adventure; I’ll go, wherever you want to go. And here I am in 

Richmond, Virginia. It’s not where I thought I would be. But I ended up here and it’s been pretty 

great. 

 

Q: And what brought you to this project, how did you end up getting involved in this project, and 

in that chair? 

 

Landrum: [10:45:06] This last year has been really, an interesting one, internationally. But 

locally I have—you know I worked in Charlottesville [Virginia] for three years prior to just 

getting this job over here. With the rise of the current administration, we’ve seen people coming 

out of the woodwork in a way that we hadn’t seen before. I’d been aware of social issues for a 

long time. But this one peaked my interest because I think that we have, as white people, had to 
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start talking about what whiteness is. And how it impacts us and how it impacts other people, 

and I find that really interesting. Because I think that people are scared to have those 

conversations because they don’t want to be seen as bad, or have improper thinking, or unhealthy 

thinking, or be seen as racist, or whatever. And I’m interested in having these conversations. I 

think nobody is going to be free unless we’re really able to embrace what’s going on nationally. 

And with ourselves and how we contribute to a system that harms other people. 

 

Q: And what sort of brought you to this realization, what were the sort of—some of the events 

that made you start thinking about whiteness and the need to talk about it? 

 

Landrum: [10:46:36] My need to talk about whiteness started before I even moved to Virginia. I 

came into a realization later in high school. A weird event happened with one of my friends, who 

was Filipino. We had a guy who decided he was going to be a skinhead and joined this thing, and 

he shoved her up against the wall. And that started my thinking of like, what the. Then moving 

into college, I was in a sociology program, and we just learned a lot. I was in a school full of 

Jesuits that were really about social justice. Moving to the South, there’s a difference, there’s a 

monstrous difference culturally, from being in the Northwest and then moving to the South. So, 

that’s just year, by year, by year, has grown and grown. Then in the last two years, things have 

just exploded with the administration that we have. 

 

I think after seeing all the things that have been happening, and the conversations that are 

happening, and the policies that are created, and all that stuff. It’s just time that we—it’s far 

beyond time that we start talking about stuff. I think since the election and before the election. 
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I’ve just been involved in a lot of things that peaked my interest and curiosity. Been working 

with people and I think it just is time to do it. I’ve personally been actively trying to engage in 

conversations with people about whiteness. So, there isn’t one specific event. It’s been a 

culmination of things throughout the years but now we’ve got to do it. Working in 

Charlottesville, July 8, we had a [Ku Klux] Klan rally there. I went to counter protest August 11th 

and 12th. The city was under siege. Some folks tried to come into Richmond and do the same 

type of thing but on a smaller scale.  

 

We have got to talk about what’s happening. I’m more than happy to be part of that 

conversation. To talk to my peers, that’s kind of where it started. [Laughs] 

 

Q: Tell me a little bit about your upbringing, where did you grow up, what was the community 

you grew up in like, what was your family like? 

 

Landrum: [10:49:16] I grew up with a single mother. Gerry Kelly [phonetic] is a gem, she raised 

three of us in Southeast Alaska, a small town called Ketchikan, [Alaska]. Rainiest city in North 

America, so this is nothing [points]. It’s a community, I’d say we’re diverse—when I lived there 

I thought, oh, we’re diverse—but now, I have a different perspective on what it was like. We 

have a large Filipino population that lives in Southeast, and Alaska natives, and maybe a handful 

of black families. At the time I was there it was maybe three black families. In my head, I 

thought it was diverse. And it is, to certain extent, but I think my perspective has just shifted 

about what I thought about it then versus now. I’m from this little, tiny town with a population, 
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at the time, was probably just over ten thousand in the summertime. And then it drops down in 

the winter when all the folks who come up to work leave.  

 

We are a tight-knit community, a really culturally—we have really good arts, and humanities, 

and cultural kind of programs, and great stuff like that. It was a really lovely place to grow up; 

very isolated in the sense that we’re on an island and to leave the island you have to be able to 

have money. The flights out are exorbitant, crazy expensive. That’s where I grew up and I loved 

it. Played in the rivers, messed with salmon, and played in the forests. It was really lovely. I 

graduated high school in ’96 and decided to go to Seattle University in Seattle. Then I moved 

from there, it was great. 

 

Q: So, you wanted to go to a sunnier place, (laughter) Seattle was relatively sunnier? 

 

Landrum: [10:51:18] Yes, I wanted to move to a sunnier place. I was like, it’s so rainy here, let’s 

go to where the sun shines in Seattle. No, Seattle University—I didn’t want to go to a place 

where all the kids where all the kids from Alaska were going. Everybody when you graduate, at 

that time, around the early to mid ’90s, kids from Alaska, we flock out of the state to seek other 

experiences because we didn’t have the opportunity to do so. We’re trying to experience life 

outside and a lot of folks were going to Oregon State [University], or Oregon schools, or 

Northern California, Montana. And I was like, I don’t want to go where I know everybody. So, I 

went to this little tiny institution on Capitol Hill in Seattle and that was my driving factor to go to 

a place with a good addiction studies program. Where my friends weren’t, so I could kind of be 

who I want to be around people I didn’t know and create a new community for myself. 
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Q: Growing up, do you remember when you first started thinking about your own race and being 

aware of your own race? 

 

Landrum: [10:52:26] The first time I really realized or had to think about being white, I think it 

was always there, but not really something that I pondered. I knew because my mother was a 

nurse for the Alaska native community. So, we were deeply ingrained in native culture, in a way 

that a lot of other families weren’t necessarily, because we were surrounded by the community. 

We were invited into potlatches and celebrations, in a way that other families weren’t, because of 

my mother’s work within that community. I knew that I was different and I knew I didn’t have 

these other cultural things, but I didn’t see my whiteness as anything problematic or anything 

like that. I was aware but it wasn’t like, full awareness.  

 

I think when I really started thinking about it was actually towards the end of high school. In 

high school we had—some girl tried to fight me. She was just getting angry, and she was an 

Alaska native girl, and she said, “Your people brought my people from Africa.” And I was like, 

“Mmm, you’re an Alaska native, that is not the story there. But I will admit that white people are 

not that great sometimes.” So, that was the first conversation that happened and then towards the 

end of high school, my friend and I were walking through the halls and, like I said, this kid who 

had—didn’t have a lot of friends, joined this weird neo-Nazi thing that was happening in 

Southeast at the time, had shaved his head. There weren’t a ton, there were some out in the 

bush—neo-Nazi folk—but he was like, “I’m going to be one of them.” So, he shaved his head 

and started wearing the regalia, the rolled-up boots—combat boots. He shoved her against the 
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wall and said, “Get the fuck out of the way, you stupid piece of brown shit.” We just both started 

crying and I had to take her into the bathroom.  

 

That was the first time that really that level of animosity happened. I was like, “Oh, God.” That’s 

when I really started thinking about my race and what it means. Because she was so upset by it—

and so was I of course, we had stayed up for twenty-four hours prior to planning a dance routine 

for our dance team. It was the last thing on our mind, to think about our race. Then we were both 

shoved into a scenario where we had to. That’s when it really kind of started, was when I first 

experienced this traumatic instance with this girl. 

 

Q: Did you go to the administration on it or anything, or you just dealt with it yourself? 

 

Landrum: [10:55:05] We didn’t. We didn’t do anything about it, we just dealt with it and—I 

don’t want to say internally, but as among friends—I was like, “Oh my gosh, what do you want 

to do?” And she’s just like, “That was so awful.” She just dealt with it and I thought, God, I 

would have gone to the principal. That’s what I would have done. And been like, this guy—and 

ratted him out because that’s what I always thought you should do. She was like, “No, no, no, we 

won’t do that, we’ll just deal. We have other things to worry about.” And I just thought, gosh—

that was a thought where—I don’t know why you’re doing it this way but that’s okay. I’ll 

support whatever you want to do. But that’s where it kind of started, is to really—I was aware of 

my whiteness because I was involved in other communities that weren’t like mine, or like me. 

But aware of it as a bigger problem I think at that point, when I really got that, “Holy shit” 

moment. 
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Q: So, you said that when you moved to the South, it’s very different from being in the 

Northwest. How is it different? 

 

Landrum: [10:56:15] Well, there’s a ton more black folks, that’s for sure. Our cultural diversity 

in the Northwest is very different than the cultural diversity down here. I don’t just mean race 

and ethnicity, I just mean the culture is different. Folks in the Northwest are lovely and sweet. 

When we have cultural festivals like the Filipino festival, or the Jewish-American festival, or 

some kind of festival in Seattle or our hometown, the Filipino festival, everybody kind of pours 

into the streets and learns, and celebrates, and experiences these cultures together. When I 

experienced that, I kind of thought that’s how things would be in the South as well. At the time I 

moved here in, I think, 2000, the end of 2000. We had cultural festivals going on and at that time 

I had gone to the African-American festival, thinking it would be very similar, and it wasn’t.  

 

It was mostly black folks and me popping up, and I was like, oh. Okay, maybe this isn’t how this 

works here. I noticed how people were treated differently, who was catching buses, who wasn’t. 

How neighborhoods were structured, that was very different than where I was from. In my little 

hometown we have a native village at the end of the road, another native village across the water, 

and there are concentrations of native folks there. And at the time I didn’t think much about it, 

but now I reflect back and think, gosh, there was a lot of poverty in those neighborhoods. Maybe 

we’re not as different from the South as I thought. We have concentrated people in areas. So, 

when I moved here I initially thought, this is so different. But now, being here for a while and 
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really reflecting on my life prior to, I think I was just oblivious about how life was then. It was 

just more stark here and that’s why when I initially thought it was so different.  

 

Now that I’ve kind of reflect—it’s different but there’s very similar things in the Northwest or in 

Alaska. I guess I never really saw it. I think it was just so stark here, that I thought, gosh, this 

is—and not just that but the heat, I thought I was going to die. [Laughs] I was like, “Oh my God, 

I don’t know how anybody lives here.” It’s so hot and muggy. But yeah, that’s the differences I 

saw, but I learned some really cool things about the South, too. I love that people pour into the 

streets here and sit on their porches and talk to each other. We don’t do that. I mean, I think you 

go into most white neighborhoods here and they don’t do that. Or in the Northwest, we don’t 

necessarily do that. I guess it depends on the area you live, but really seeing the way white 

communities here, and black communities here, or other communities here really stick in these—

we have a great diversity.  

 

So, what I noticed when I moved here is the diversity is so great but they were really just stuck 

together. It wasn’t like we really milling together in the way that I saw in the Northwest. That 

was hard, I think. I think I thought it would be easier. 

 

Q: Is that in public or private? 

 

Landrum: [10:59:56] I think a little of both, I think that people had their circles of friends that 

were—there’s our work life, and then there was home life, and they were very different. It just 

seemed like they were like pockets of black folks and pockets of Indian folks, Asian Indian, and 
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white folks, they were all pocketed in areas throughout the Richmond area. It’s broken up a little 

bit more but there’s still a lot of that going on. I think that was surprising for me. I guess I never 

thought of it before moving here. 

 

Q: With it sort of broken up like that and segregated, what’s your friend group like, and your 

social group like? Is it diverse; is it more monolithically one way or another? What’s your life 

here like? 

 

Landrum: [11:00:53] My life here, both when I first moved here, and now as my social makeup 

of friends is very diverse. I’ve sought that out, purposefully. But at the same time, it kind of also 

happened. I think I’m interested in causes and things that bring us all together. But I have a good 

representation of a little bit of everybody. I wouldn’t say that all those friends necessarily mix 

together, because some of my white friends are not nearly as—aren’t into some of the things I’m 

into and aren’t into talking about issues, in the way that some of my black friends are. Some of 

my interests fall in other communities sometimes. The work that I do is heavily in communities 

of color. So, I have a really good mish-mash of friends, which is awesome, I’m happy about that. 

But it makes me sad when I hang out and I realize that some of my white friends, they don’t have 

any black friends, or they wouldn’t hang out with anybody else. 

 

Not that that they wouldn’t, but they just don’t. And they wouldn’t even think about it—about 

that, as being, not problematic, but that they’re just not learning about other people. And they’re 

not willing to step outside their social bubble. I think that keeps us all in a weird spot, where we 

don’t really learn and grow. That goes with everybody, any ethnic group not willing to break out 
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of their circle and meet other people is hard. We’re not really learning and growing. But I can see 

why people don’t do it, if they’re uncomfortable. 

 

Q: Are you happy that you’re white? 

 

Landrum: [11:02:46] This is the weird thing, is I had never thought of it like that. That’s my 

whiteness saying that I never had to think about it. I’m nothing it, honestly, and that’s probably. 

Am I happy that I’m white, I’ve never thought about it—being white—like that. I never thought 

of it as a happy, or uncomfortable, or pro-con situation. There are times as a white person I’m 

hyper-aware I’m white. But I don’t think, dang, I wish I wasn’t white. I have never had to think 

of it like that; it hasn’t dictated my life in a way that made me think about it. Which speaks to my 

privilege – that I haven’t really had to think about it. I’ve just been, “Eh, I’m white.” But I’m not 

happy or sad about it. I’m saddened by the larger population of white people not thinking about 

it, like I didn’t, either. A lot of white folks still not thinking about it, we’ve got to think about it a 

little bit. Just to see kind of where we stand. I’m not unhappy about it but I’m also not happy 

about it. I just kind of nothing,..being white. 

 

Q: Are you attached to your whiteness? 

 

Landrum: [11:04:16] Am I attached to my whiteness? I mean, I guess it’s helped craft who I am 

because I’ve been in experiences where whiteness has helped. I would have never recognized it 

in the moment as, “Oh thank God, I’m white because this has worked out this way”. I think 

about those things now, in a way that I didn’t before. 
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Q: But if you’re saying that it’s kind of a nothing to you, that it doesn’t mean anything to you, 

and you’re not 

 

Landrum: Oh, it means something.  

 

Q: —But do you feel a wider connection to white people, do you feel part of a white community, 

do you feel connection to, like, the two of us? Is there some sort of commonality that you feel 

with other white people? 

 

Landrum: [11:05:04] Is there a commonality that I feel with other white people, sure. Absolutely, 

I think every ethnic group does. Or racial group, however you want to describe it. I think that’s 

probably just my privilege is that I’ve never really had to ponder it. I feel a connection to the—

and maybe this is now that I’ve learned and grown—I feel a connection to whiteness in the sense 

that I know it’s a problem, it can be problematic. But I don’t walk into a room full of white folks 

and say, “It’s my people!” I don’t have that kind of connectedness to it. But I’m hyper-aware of 

it and it doesn’t necessarily drive my decision making, unless it’s about how I’m going to 

behave, I think. But yeah, I don’t feel a commonality with white folks. I don’t feel necessarily a 

kinship in any way.  

 

But I feel that way across the board with anybody. And maybe that’s just me being fortunate 

enough to not have to think about it. 
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Q: But do you feel badly that you’re white, I mean if you’re saying that you think about the 

problems and the issues around it, when you think about it. Is that then feel guilty that you’re 

white, or do you feel unhappy about this being that it’s problematic? 

 

Landrum: [11:06:44] Am I unhappy or do I feel weird about being white? Can you state the very 

first part of that question again because I had an answer to that and I lost it. I forgot what you 

said. 

 

Q: I said, are you guilty about— 

 

Landrum: [11:07:02] Am I guilty about being white? I’m not guilty about being white because I 

know I can’t change it. But I have white guilt like folks do about what structurally white people, 

white institutions, white-ness has done and continues to do to other people. But personally, I 

work to—it’s weird, I don’t feel—I can’t change the fact that I’m white, so I don’t feel bad about 

it because I can’t change it. But I feel bad about what the structural whiteness has done, if that 

makes sense. I have had white guilt, absolutely. I definitely have had white girl tears and in that 

sense I realize, “Oh yeah, I’m totally white.” And I have this connectedness to people in that 

sense that, yes, when I get in a room of white people there’s probably a lot of white guilt going 

on. Especially when we’re working on social issues and that’s something that I find really 

interesting. 

 

But I know I can’t necessarily feel guilty about it. I would feel guilty if I wasn’t willing to do 

anything about it or if I wasn’t willing to talk about it more. I think when I was younger I 
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probably would have felt a lot more shame and guilt about what was going on. But now, I 

wouldn’t say that I’m—like when I see a bunch of Klan members I don’t think, “Oh God, I hate 

being white, blah blah blah”. Because I just don’t think that – they’re representative of a 

structure of evil that exists within whiteness, within white communities that I don’t associate 

with. Still there are moments when I see things like that and I think, fuck, can we not be better, 

white people. So, there’s a bit of guilt, and a bit of anger, and disappointment. But I don’t know 

if I would say—and maybe I would, maybe there’s moments where I feel really guilty about 

being white because I profit from a structure that is awful. 

 

But I also can’t change it. I mean, I can’t change my whiteness. I can change the way that I 

interact within that institution or within these structures. But I can’t change my skin color. 

 

Q: If you could, would you? Would you give up your whiteness if you had the opportunity? 

 

Landrum: [11:09:55] Would I give up my whiteness if I had the opportunity, probably not. 

Because I know now it holds power and I can use it for the benefit of others, for sure. I think that 

that’s probably what I would say now, after learning, and growing, and realizing that I can use 

this to change things. But when I was younger I probably would have said, “Oh yeah,” because I 

don’t know if when I was younger I would have recognized how the power that my skin color 

holds can be helpful for myself, for other people, and having conversations, and growing, and 

learning. But now I would definitely say, no, I’m going to stay white because I need to educate 

my white peers, I need to be better myself, I need to learn and grow about how I can be better. 

Yes, so I wouldn’t change it, no. I wouldn’t change. 



  Landrum – 1 – 18 
 
 
 

 

 

Q: When you say you don’t feel connectedness to other white people, how do you think of 

yourself? How do you see yourself fitting into a racial narrative then? Because the narrative that 

you’re rejecting, you’re rejecting like you’re saying, oh this is not. So, what is your— 

 

Landrum: What is my place, what is my narrative? 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Landrum: [11:11:20] What is my narrative, the interesting thing is if I were to walk into a room 

full of white people I’d say, oh, there’s a bunch of white people and I am white. But I don’t say 

that makes me more connected to them. Because if they’re a dick then I’m like, fuck, you’re a 

dick, I’m not going to. So, what is my narrative, I don’t know, and maybe that’s why I—that’s 

part of my privilege, that I don’t know. I haven’t had to really worry about it and worry about the 

racial narrative. God, that’s a—yes, that’s a question. [Laughs] I don’t know, if I’m being honest, 

I’m not sure what that is. I’m mean I’m absolutely, I’m a white lady, and I relate to other white 

ladies because I’ve had similar experiences. I’m sure that we’ve all benefited similarly. I don’t 

know. I’m not quite sure how to answer that. That’s also probably—I don’t know, I honestly 

don’t know.  

 

I’ve done a lot of thinking, and a lot of reflecting, and I’m not sure—it’s not that I don’t fit, I 

totally fit, I’m a white lady and I’m obviously part of a racial narrative. I do reject a lot of stuff 
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about whiteness but God, I don’t know. That says a lot, ya know? That says a lot that I don’t 

have anything to say, kind of shitty a little bit. [laughs] 

 

Q: You talk about whiteness being power and being able to use it. Can you give me an example 

of how you’ve used it? 

 

Landrum: [11:13:17] Whiteness as power; examples of me using my whiteness as power. I know 

that when I advocate for people, especially in the work that I do—oh, tears, sorry—I can be 

heard in a way that other people won’t be heard. And I am more than happy to use that, both in 

my place of employment when it comes to interactions with police, I hold more power than a lot 

of folks around me. I can use it to have issues heard. Gosh, there was one time when I first 

moved in Richmond, and I got my first job in estate institution. I was just trying to do my job to 

the best of my ability and I got sat down by a woman – my supervisor – who was treating me 

really weird. I was like, I don’t get it, why are you so awful to me? She said to me, she’s like, 

“You know, I don’t like you because you’re white. And you’re trying to get my job.” I thought, 

shit, no, I’m not. I’m just trying to do my job well.  

 

I really didn’t want her job at all, I didn’t fathom it, I didn’t think about it. Her job was hard and 

I didn’t even think about any bit of that. But it showed me that just being a white person and 

trying to do a good job, can—just the very basis of it, because of the structure could have – I 

mean, that’s powerful. I could actually take somebody’s job, if I wanted to, I guess. And I was 

like, that’s not what I want. But there’s a sense of—the power that comes from that, I don’t like 

it, but it’s there and I recognize it. So, that’s the weird part is that I’ve recognized that I have 
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power, just strictly from being white that can be harmful to others in so many ways. And that 

actually will make people feel uncomfortable.  

 

Instead of that part, I want to be able use it to be heard—if people aren’t being heard can I 

support actions on the ground, can I lend my voice in a way to advocate for a co-worker, or a 

peer, or a program thing that isn’t happening, or a community event, or whatever? That’s how 

I’d rather wield it. [Laughs] And have I used it? God, have I used my whiteness in any way, for 

those kind of instances? For sure. I don’t think I’ve ever used it in a way that was intentionally 

harmful for other folks. 

 

Q: What about using it to get something that you wanted? 

 

Landrum: [11:16:14] Have I used it to get something I wanted? Professionally, yes, when it came 

to advocating—I haven’t really tried to be like, oh, I’m going to use this so I can get a raise or 

anything. I don’t think of it like that. That also speaks to me, but I definitely use it professionally, 

like when I know that a client isn’t being heard, and I can lend my voice to that. Unfortunately, 

yes, I will absolutely use it in a way that gets me what I want so it helps somebody, yes. Or even 

if it gets me what I want so I can be better in my job, to help other people, yes. My job is 

advocating for people who are marginalized, it’s the work that I do. So, I will absolutely use it in 

that circumstance but I don’t think—I guess I will actually think, yes, maybe I should step up 

and tell clients, “Don’t call, I’ll call for you.” Because I know that I can hold more weight in that 

scenario than other folks can. 
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Q: It’s interesting that you talk about how whiteness is power and that one of the problematic 

parts of whiteness is the asymmetrical power it wields in society. And yet, you don’t want to 

give that up. Your goal is to work towards eliminating that power but also not wanting to release 

it yourself. 

 

Landrum: [11:17:53] Yes, you’re right. I want to fight institutions that are harmful to other 

people but I don’t want to let the power up that’s part of that institution. And the reason that I 

feel like that is because what would that do for me taking my voice away, in this moment, from 

people that it would help. Wouldn’t be beneficial, I don’t think. Now, maybe if we were in a 

different point in time, where we weren’t battling such strange forces. Yes, sure, I’m willing to 

give up power in the sense that, I’m not going to overshadow somebody who needs to speak. But 

if I know that my voice can lend to that conversation then I’ll use it. But I prefer to throw my 

weight behind people, preferably, so that they can be heard. Versus, me going, listen to me. I’d 

rather somehow use this to amplify what it is being done.  

 

You’re right, it’s a weird dichotomy where I have to push against these institutions that I’m 

frustrated with. But letting go of it, means that I’m willing to let go of this power that may be 

beneficial. Both in the work that I do, and in the community work that I do, and the advocacy 

work. It’s a weird balance, making sure that I utilize my privilege to help other people, but that I 

don’t use it to continue to oppress people. It’s a weird line to walk but truly, it wouldn’t make 

sense for me, in this point in time, to say, no, I’m going to toss it to the side. But what that means 

is that I’m not actively using it to hurt anybody, I’m trying to use my voice to amplify voices that 
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are out there. I don’t mean that’s me putting myself in front, but even me just adding my body to 

a group of people can be beneficial. 

 

Q: You got a little emotional earlier, what was driving that? Was it the talk about work, was it 

talk about your own narrative? I wasn’t sure where that emotion came from. 

 

Landrum: [11:20:15] I get really emotional, really easily. My emotions come from a place of—

doing what we do in HIV work, you really see how marginalized communities get fucked. 

Fucked, on so many levels. Our medications are made so expensively, and they’re made for 

people to have access.  Who has access in this country, A select few. That’s where my emotions 

come from, is that I’m like, God, fuck, we’ve got to be better than this. [crying] That’s what 

drives me in the work that I do professionally, it feels like sometimes we’re ramming our head 

against the wall trying to help people. Because even very basically, to get people medications, 

whether it’s communities of color, or low-income people, oftentimes that can intersect. It’s 

fucking hard and the structures that we’ve set up that are barriers to care for people, are unreal. 

 

To think that people who don’t feel heard and then come into a situation where they’re trying to 

fight for their lives. Whether it be in their community or for their healthcare, that we’ve set up 

structures that are overwhelming. As a professional who knows how to navigate them, I am 

overwhelmed day-to-day with how hard it is to get my clients help. Imagine trying to tackle that 

on your own, without somebody to help navigate through the systems, it’s unreal. That’s where I 

think my emotions come from, a sense of frustration, helplessness, and that’s coming from 

somebody who knows I can wield a little bit more power. And I still feel fucking lost, so that’s 
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where it comes from. We’re the most powerful nation in the world—well we were—the most 

respected, most powerful nation in the world, and we are failing our people. All of our people, 

whether they’re communities of color, or women, or low-income people, we’re fucking failing.  

 

My emotions come from wanting that to be better. There’s absolutely no reason for this level of 

bullshit, it’s strictly set up to make people fail, because a small percentage of people want to be 

able to be happy and swimming in an amount of money that’s absurd. Because of that and 

because we want our institutions like the pharma [pharmaceutical] industry, or banks, or oil or 

whatever – we want them to stay happy, and healthy, and wealthy – we’re willing to give it all 

up for those people. Politicians sell themselves out so that they can—and they have so much talk 

about making it easy for people. It’s just not easy and we continue to do it, so that’s where my 

emotions come from. It’s just a sense of frustration that, even when you’re actively in the 

community doing good work, it feels like you’re just fucking ramming your head against a wall. 

And it’s overwhelming but I’ve got to do it. So that’s why I get sad. We’ve got to be better than 

this. 

 

Q: Do you think that being a woman or being white has had a bigger impact on your life? 

 

Landrum: [11:24:24] Do I think that being a woman or being white has had an impact, 

absolutely. For sure being a woman. 

 

Q: Is that a bigger impact on your life than being white? 
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Landrum: Oh, so we’re weighing the two. Being white or being a woman has a bigger impact in 

life? Oh God, being a woman. I’m pretty sure the vast majority of white women will relate that 

way. Being a woman has been an absolute privilege and I’m thankful, but it’s fucking tragic that 

we can’t even decide for ourselves what we want. Personally, I grew up a fat girl and so my—not 

just being a fat person, but being a fat woman is a whole different thing. It’s hard and the 

expectations of what I’m supposed to look like, and how I’m supposed to behave, and how I 

should talk, what is expected of me, whether or not I have control over my own body. Being a 

woman has definitely been—I feel more impact from that than being white. Like I said, it speaks 

to the privilege that I have that I don’t have to think about my race that much. But I definitely 

think about being a woman all the time and how shitty it is—not shitty, it’s fucking awesome, 

being a woman is awesome! 

 

But how the forces outside of ourselves are just—can we just not. Oh, to be a white man, is what 

I think sometimes. How awesome would that be, where nobody was telling me what I had to do 

with my dick. But everybody is telling me what I have to do with my body. Or how I have to 

look. Don’t get me wrong, dudes, I’m sure you got it rough. I’m sure, oh, I have to have abs, 

rough life. [laughs] But being a woman has played into the type of work that I do, the jobs I 

have, how people treat me in the workplace, the type of body I’m expected to have, and what 

I’ve done to my body to achieve things [groans]. So always being a woman will supersede 

everything, for me. 
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Q: You’ve talked about a lot of different parts of yourself, being a woman, being white, being 

heavy, being from Alaska. What is the hierarchy of your identity, the top five things that drive 

your sense of yourself? 

 

Landrum: [11:27:26] Oh gosh, Sia has a song that says I’ve got thick skin and an elastic heart. I 

always sing it: I have thick skin and an Alaskan heart. Because Alaskans are a tough people, 

we’re awesome. But that being said, what drives my sense of self? 

 

Q: Yes, like I’m a woman, I’m an Alaskan— 

 

Landrum: [11:27:55] I am a woman, first and foremost. I’m not as big as I was when I grew 

up—or at various times in my life my weight has fluctuated. But I operate as a fat girl, always. 

Every situation I walk into, we talked about about walking into a room and being like, do I relate 

to all these white people? My first thought when I walk into a room is, oh fuck, I’m the fat girl 

here. That’s what really drives, almost everything about me. That’s more of a self-esteem issue, 

than anything, but that’s where—my hierarchy is I operate as a fat white girl and a woman. It’s 

so intermixed, and jumbled up, and troubling. I always operate first as a fat woman but then I’m 

a woman. I am aware of my whiteness and stuff but I don’t necessarily rank it either. If I talk to 

my girlfriends who are black, they’ll be like, I am a black person first and I am a black woman 

second.  

 

I don’t rank it in that sense and that’s also because I haven’t had to. Gosh, this is a hard question. 

Fat girl, woman, I guess white is in there somewhere because it kind of creates who I am and 
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part of me. The way that I look, and the way that I feel, and the way that I talk, is all put up 

against a version of white women. A version of a white woman that I am supposed to look like, 

is what I’m supposed to achieve. My whiteness is in there for sure, because I have to look, be, 

and talk this way. And that’s hard. [Laughs] Ranking myself on what drives me or my sense of 

self is always—being circular, I’m circular talking now, but it really is and has been that I 

operate as a chubby woman, first and foremost.  

 

I don’t really have a lot of identities because I’m not a mother. And I can’t have kids so that puts 

me in a whole different weird spot. I don’t have a rank, fat woman, woman, am I supposed to 

add more things to that? Activist, in recovery, see I think of, I’m in recovery. Those are the kind 

of things that I have to—in the way that I rank my life and operate with my life. Not very 

exciting, sorry. [Laughs] I wish I had something more exciting to tell you. 

 

[Interruption] 

 

Q: It’s interesting, would it be different if you weren’t white, if you were a— 

 

Landrum: Oh I’m sure it would. 

 

Q:—are you a woman, white, chubby or are you woman, chubby, white— 

 

Landrum: Yes, chubby, woman. 
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Q:—chubby woman, white? 

 

Landrum: Yes. 

 

Q: And what if it was chubby, woman, black, would that that be different do you think? 

 

Landrum: [11:33:02] Well, from what I’ve learned culturally, yes. What we do to black women 

and their bodies, and what we say they need to look like. I’m sure they’re supposed to be—they 

have the same idea that I do that, to be successful, or pretty you have to have this body. You 

have to have this pretty, white, thin body. But culturally, when you’re in the community, I’ve 

noticed that my body type is appreciated more. I’m sure it would be mildly different for them but 

I also can’t speak on anybody’s behalf. But yes, I’m sure it would be a little different. I’m sure 

that the hierarchy for women of color would be that I am a black, chubby, woman. Or a black 

woman who is chubby. Or maybe they wouldn’t even consider chubby, I don’t know. I don’t 

know, but I’m sure that the ethnicity part would be towards the top. And with all my girlfriends, 

that’s what they say. It’s no, I’m black woman, first and foremost, because it shapes every bit of 

who I am. 

 

It’s what I am when I walk in a room, it’s who I am when I’m interacting with my children’s 

friends. Everything is driven by their race first. 

 

Q: You don’t think that your whiteness has shaped everything, who you are? 
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Landrum: [11:34:24] I’m sure it has, but I haven’t had to think about it, that’s the difference. My 

whiteness has shaped who I am, I just haven’t had to think about it, and that’s what whiteness is. 

We don’t have to necessarily—when we enter spaces we don’t go—unless you’re the only white 

person, I’m sure then you’re like, oh, I’m the only white person here. You enter a space and you 

don’t enter that space as, “I’m a white person!” Whereas folks of color always say, that’s the first 

thing that they experience, is that they’re presenting this darker skin when they walk in. And that 

drives how people treat them, it drives how they feel about themselves, it drives whether they’re 

hired or not hired. Like yesterday, I was talking to a friend and we’re at dinner. He’s a dude, but 

he’s a white dude, so it’s not womanhood so much.  

 

But he was going to Uganda with a bunch of students, doing HIV-related work, and the name of 

the person in charge of the study was clearly a woman. Dr. So-and-so, and she was a black 

woman. And she was the doctor in charge of the group, but when the group arrived, they 

immediately went to him and said, “Doctor.” And he’s this white guy, and so it determines what 

people think is going to happen, if you’re white person and you walk into a room everyone is 

going to assume you’re the doctor dude. But if you’re a woman of color and you walk into a 

room, are they immediately going to assume that you’re the doctor, probably not. I definitely 

think that that is unfortunate but that is actually—I have the privilege of walking into a room and 

not necessarily considering it. 

 

But I know it’s made me who I am, I know it has. Because my expectations of what I need to be, 

how I need to talk, what I need to look like. Now I had surgery to make myself better, prettier, 

thinner, when I was younger and I was comparing it to what a white woman is supposed to look 
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like. What I need to look like. I know it’s crafted who I am, and it’s part of who I am, and it’s 

shaped me, and my language, and everything about me. But I haven’t had to think about it like 

that, which says a lot. It’s absolutely shaped who I am, I just haven’t had to think about it. 

 

Q: Is there anything, in the context of this conversation that we haven’t touched on that you think 

is really important to say? 

 

Landrum: [11:36:56] Things that are important to talk about, this is one of the things that really 

pushed me to have more open conversations with people. And I’ve lost friendships over it. Is 

talking about who we are, and what we do, and if it harms other people. How we behave, does it 

harm other people? The two things in the work that I do that’s always driven me are, am I helpful 

or am I harmful? In every part of life, how am I behaving, is it helpful or is it harmful? I think a 

lot of white folks float through life not even considering what whether they’re doing is helpful or 

harmful. We’re behaving and contributing to a system that can be harmful, for ourselves, 

obviously women, God, the expectations we set on women, but also the people around us of 

color, communities of color.  

 

Being in Charlottesville, I was there during the attack in Charlottesville, counterprotesting and I 

walked with Black Lives Matter, the goal was I’m going to put myself—finally, as a white 

person we need to put ourselves on the front. Not the front lines, because I’m never going to 

presume that people want me to be there in front of them. But in this instance there was such 

danger that we were trying to surround black folks with white bodies in an attempt to keep them 

mildly safer. It didn’t really work. [Laughs] We were all fucked.  
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We have got to talk about it because whiteness drove a group of people, to come to city, and 

terrorize them. On the 11th, I was in the interfaith ceremony with [Reverend] Traci Blackmon 

and Reverend Cornell West, Reverend Traci Blackmon, Reverend West. Doctor West, actually. 

All of these people who were trying to pre-cleanse ourselves. And I’m not a person of faith, I’m 

agnostic, but I’m faithful in a different way. I was participating with these folks because we 

really were trying to be like, we’re going to enter our work tomorrow clean, and happy, and all 

that kind of stuff. We had to shut down the church because a group of white dudes, felt so 

threatened, that they marched through the campus with TIKI torches, and beat the shit out of 

people in a park across the street.  

 

We had to lock down the church. We’re locking down the church, we’re not allowing anybody in 

or out. It was crazy, we had men who were just walking through the parks, two white dudes were 

walking through the park, doing nothing, who got attacked by Nazis. They were bloody and 

Katie Couric’s security guard guy ended up helping out some folks. To know that whiteness, 

would drive—somebody who’s white feels so threatened from releasing any bit of power, that 

they would terrorize a community of people to change that, to secure it. That was a thing. That 

was a whole event that was fucking insane. 

 

Then, the next day, to spend the entire day just trying to survive from a siege of people that came 

into the city, armed for war. Our folk were not armed for war, we were just there to kind of 

secure the city and counter protest. What we wanted to do was Black Lives Matter, a theatrical 

thing—couldn’t even happen because we thought we’d be murdered trying to do it. The whole 
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day was so fucked up. Then to have somebody – a white guy feel so threatened that he was 

driven to get in his vehicle and plow people over so that he would maintain the power that he 

had. That’s where we gotta’ be like, “Okay folks, this is so monumentally fucked up, that we  

gotta’ talk about it.” Instead, a lot of white folks—I have to say this every time or all white folk 

will fucking implode, not all white people—the vast majority of white folks are saying, maybe 

we should just not show up and let them just kind of pout by themselves.  

 

No, we have got to confront this kind of stuff. My message is that we were almost murdered—

literally, cars almost plowed me over. We talk about Heather Heyer and her murder. I was not 

with her that day, but I was with her when we were working on her to keep her alive. This is 

where the tears come, because that—after watching a vehicle plow us all over. There were 

bodies everywhere. And seeing Heather’s body and her poor body was brutalized. Everybody 

talks about her just having a heart attack but she was damaged in an awful way. And having to 

hold her wounds closed with a friend of mine, was fucking horrific. Seeing everybody who just 

took to the streets to ensure they could live safely and happily, without fear. And then having a 

few white dudes feel like that was not okay, and that they would take to the streets to harm us 

shows that we have a fucking issue going on. 

 

So for me, it’s not necessarily about Heather. And it is, because she was a tragic result of 

something. But it shows you the problem that we have, when men are willing to murder other 

people to secure their statue, their place in society. That’s why I’m not going to give up my 

whiteness. Because I need to hold onto it while we have these conversations. We are not 

listening to communities of color. I’m not saying people are going to listen to me anymore, but if 



  Landrum – 1 – 32 
 
 
 

 

I can lend my body to a crowd of people who are trying to speak up, I’ll do it. It shows us that 

we have a monstrous issue that we’re not talking about. 

 

Q: The thing that’s really interesting is you talk about them, they’re protesting because they 

don’t want to give up any power. I would probably argue that they’re actually there to protect a 

story, to protect a narrative— 

 

Landrum: White guys are there to protect a narrative, they don’t want that to change. 

 

Q: They’re there to protect this narrative of righteousness, that they feel is being challenged. 

What is the narrative that you’re there fighting for? What is that narrative? What is the other 

white narrative that you’re replacing, the existing white narrative with, not the black narrative, 

what is the other white narrative? 

 

Landrum: That we are celebrating a false history— 

 

Q: No, no, no, that’s not the question I’m asking. If you’re taking that narrative away, what is the 

white narrative that you’re replacing it with? 

 

Landrum: [11:45:23] What is the white narrative I’m replacing that one with? Mine would be 

that we are part of a larger whole, that we are not the whole. That we are part of something 

awesome, and lovely, and beautiful. We don’t have to be here [raises hand to head level], we can 

all be here [indicates chest level with both hands]. I think that narrative—well, I feel like it’s a 
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false narrative. Also, that we are part of something big and awesome and that that can be a 

shared existence. I may not be answering your question, I’m not sure exactly how you wanna –  

 

Q: What I’m trying to get at is—and one thing I think about is, I look at Charlottesville and I see 

a battle. White people for the first time, fighting other white people, for control of the white 

narrative. I thought that was really fascinating. What is the righteous, white narrative that can be 

replaced. What is your narrative if you’re stripping out this whole thing; how do you then live in 

the world righteously, what is the story you tell yourself, about yourself? And what is the story, 

that we as white people tell everybody about ourselves? Not just, oh we’re going to tell the story 

of black people, do you know what I’m saying? 

 

Landrum: [11:47:18] It’s really hard to explain in that sense without including other people. 

Because I think that’s part of the problem, is that we’ve been like, we have to have a white 

narrative that’s very much us. And yes, we’re going to be driven by this other narrative because 

there’s a separate thing going on. But our narrative shouldn’t be—you know, we are part of 

something, is what I think the narrative should be. We are part of a whole – that there’s this 

thing, and we are a piece of the pie versus being the pie. And maybe I’m still not answering your 

question. Maybe that’s part of the thing is, I don’t want us, as white people, what is our 

narrative? That we should be fighting for part of something better. That we should use our voices 

and challenge the things that have even harmed us. God, this isn’t just about trying—it’s about 

being a better whole and what we can do as white people to not contribute to things that harm 

other people. 
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My narrative and the narrative I’d like us all to have is—and maybe I’m not even thinking of it 

right, I get what you’re saying, it’s hard to articulate. 

 

Q: I think that’s one of the things I’m really interested in because I feel like the narrative of black 

Americans up from oppression, is an operative narrative. It’s always been this operative 

narrative, it’s still an operative narrative, it’s a righteous narrative. People who are interested in 

creating more equality, is it we’re— 

 

Landrum: I don’t think it’s just equality, I think we need to create equity. We need to— 

 

Q: Yes, I think equity is a misunderstood idea. This idea of, is it a zero-sum game that I’m giving 

up something to bring you—it’s a really complicated—I don’t have an answer. This is one of the 

reasons why I’m doing this project. 

 

Landrum: [11:49:37] I don’t have an answer either, is it a zero-sum game, can we come to point 

where there’s no win, no loss? Yes, probably, eventually. [Laughs] If that’s the case, then we 

have to craft a narrative that will allow all white people to feel comfortable with it. I don’t know 

if that’s possible. 

 

Q: You’re actually talking about navigating loss and that’s a complicated narrative to sell. 

 

Landrum: [11:50:08] Yes, it really is. Because I don’t think the vast majority of white folks think 

that we really wield anything special, but we really do. And I think that’s part of the problem is 
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that people felt threatened that, oh, my God, what about—when Obama was getting elected, one 

of the bravest things I ever heard on NPR [National Public Radio], that was one of the most 

honest things, was a woman in Southwest Virginia, which is predominately white folks, out 

there. She had a lovely, thick Southwest accent and she just said, “I don’t mind having a black 

president, but what does it mean for me? What am I going to lose out on if this guy is in charge?” 

I thought it was really honest. I think that was a valid concern for a lot of people, that they were 

like, oh, God, does this mean we’re going to be put in a place where we—because I think there’s 

an acknowledgment, not one necessarily being said, about how black folks have been treated, 

and are we going to be treated like that now? Oh shit, we did that, are we going to be treated like 

that? And so, letting go of power, makes people feel like, oh, now we’re going to be this now 

oppressed group. 

 

 I don’t see it that way, but I think that’s a real concern that people had. I’m not sure how to 

bring people to that idea that, yes, there’s going to be some loss there. But what is that loss? Is 

that loss something—if we lose a little bit, do we all rise together? Is it worth it? Yes, and what is 

it that we’re really going to lose? For me, I don’t know, as a whole, what white people are going 

to lose. The majority in the [United States] House [of Representatives] and [United States] 

Senate, and spaces maybe, I don’t know. Maybe it would be a navigation of loss for folks and a 

grieving process probably. I think that’s probably what’s happening, is we’re experiencing the 

anger stages of loss, maybe? As a whole, I don’t know, but yes, it’s definitely going to be a 

navigation of stuff. 
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I don’t know how that would look, or how to do that so people will receive it. Because there are 

people that don’t ever want that. That truly just want to maintain, so, I don’t know. I don’t have 

all the answers and I know that that’s okay. I don’t have the answers and that’s why I’m not 

running for office, because I don’t have the answers. But I know that I can be part of the 

solution. That’s what I hope that most of us – that’s really all I ask for. I’m not asking for people 

to give up their homes and their lives and blah blah blah. I’m just asking for us to be part of the 

solution, as white folks. And I don’t even fully understand what that all looks like. 

 

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 


