
 

 

 

 

COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY STUDY ON WHITE PEOPLE 

The Reminiscences of 

Jacqueline Slaby 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

INCITE 

Columbia University 

2017



 

 

 

PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Jacqueline Slaby 

conducted by Whitney Dow on September 23rd, 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. 



 

 

Q: So first of all, can you tell me who you are, where you’re from, and what you do and a little 

bit about your background. 

 

Slaby: [11:39:08] Okay. So my name is Jacqueline Slaby. I was born here in Battle Creek and I 

went through Battle Creek public schools, graduated in 2011. And I went to Bryn Mawr College 

for undergrad, graduated in 2015. And then I got my Master of City Planning from University of 

Pennsylvania in 2016. I came back here because I’m really committed to this community and I 

really want to give back to the town that raised me. And then also just a few things like I didn’t 

want to gentrify bigger cities, and so I didn’t want to stay in Philly or move to New York. I 

wanted to come back to Michigan and, particularly Battle Creek, huge brain drain, so I wanted to 

bring some talent back. And I started out, when I moved back, working for the city of Battle 

Creek and then, now I’m working for the city of Marshall, so I’m their director of community 

services. I oversee all their planning and zoning, building inspections, recreation. In November I 

was elected to the School Board for Battle Creek Public Schools, so this past January I started 

my six-year term and I also will be starting my service as a Board Member for Voces which is a 

Hispanic and Latino and Burmese community supporter nonprofit. And then I just do things here 

and there for the community in my downtime. So that’s a little bit about me. 

 

 [Session # 1 (video)] 

Interviewee: Jacqueline Slaby Location: Battle Creek, MI 

Interviewer: Whitney Dow Date: September 23rd, 2017 
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Q: Well, you’re an extremely busy person. I can see that. And you’ve been out of college for two 

years? 

 

Slaby: Yes. 

 

Q: Wow. That’s a pretty impressive resume for the past two years and, you know, I’m just 

hoping my kids don’t come back and just move into the couch. 

 

Slaby: Well, that’s okay too. [laughter] 

 

Q:  Can you tell me, what is your—what about your identity—how would you describe yourself? 

What are sort of like the components that make up your identity, racial, gender, how do you see 

yourself in the world? 

 

Slaby: [11:41:22] I’m white. You know I’m pretty well, a mix of European, Western, Eastern, 

my last name’s Czech. I’m Catholic, I go to church regularly with my dad. Middle class 

upbringing, probably upper middle class. My dad has worked for Kellogg for the last twenty-five 

years. You know, educated, went to Ivy League. My dad went to Ivy League, went to Dartmouth 

and uncle went to Cornell, aunt went to Vassar. I would say that I have done a lot of work in 

anti-racism so that’s a huge part of my identity in terms of how I practice in my profession and 

just serve in my personal life. And then I’ve done a lot of work in that for city planning, how we 

design cities. And then, I go by they and their pronouns, but I usually work in spaces with other 
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women and to work on patriarchy and things like that, especially from my education at Bryn 

Mawr. 

 

Q: Do you go by the they and their pronouns because you’re non-binary or do you go by they 

and their pronouns for political reasons? 

 

Slaby: [11:43:01] So if it were political reasons, I’d actually go by she and her because I believe 

deeply in supporting women and femmes, but no, for personal reasons, I really see myself as 

non-binary. I usually actually dress more androgynously. Sometimes it’s a little bit hard moving 

back to the Midwest, so I usually dress a little bit more femme. But yeah. 

 

Q: What brought you to your anti-racism work? What is it about your background, your 

upbringing, your experiences that makes that a priority in your life? 

 

Slaby: [11:43:43] I have been asked that question. I have reflected a lot on that lately because 

I’m going to be doing the Doing Our Own Work Series with KCC [Kellogg Community 

College] soon, which we delve more in to anti-racism. And I think that it’s kind of hard to find a 

root. I don’t have one huge moment that made that click for me. Also, with my family, they’re 

not the most liberal, most, you know leftist family, so, they probably lean more towards the right, 

the right if anything. I’m the only child so I think for me I was able to kind of create my own 

avenue in terms of what I wanted to do. I didn’t have any siblings that were taking me in another 

direction based on their interests if they were older than me, or holding back because I had a 

younger sibling that wanted to do something else and I couldn’t do what I want to do. So my 
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parents were very liberal in the sense of letting me do what I wanted to do. I was able to go to 

Washington, D.C. when I was in sixth grade. I was able to go to New York for a theater since 

seventh grade up until I graduated. And then we had the means to be able to provide me access to 

a lot of resources.  

 

I think through that, and through the environment that I went to school in, which was, you know, 

a wide mix of white, black, Hispanlatinx, and Burmese, I was surrounded by a lot of diversity. I 

was exposed to different experiences. And then, leaving the Midwest, going to college, just 

opened a lot more in terms of different experiences, other than just this Midwest culture. So a lot 

more immigrants beyond Burmese refugees, and then just doing the classes that are offered at 

Bryn Mawr and Penn really helps you think about those kind of things, so. 

 

Q: So this sort of like change, the change in your pronouns, the change, does that come through 

your experiences at college or was this something that was percolating early in you this idea of 

working for social justice? 

 

Slaby: [11:46:07] I think they and their, like that more personal in terms of how I identify 

myself, definitely came from college and definitely came from the environment that I was in, in 

that kind of liberal arts, private, small campus college. For the social justice, again I don’t have a 

root. I don’t have a big memory that is like, oh that’s where it started. But I did a lot in high 

school, to work with different organizations and I think it was just, again, being exposed to 

different, you know like, I was exposed to NAACP when I was in elementary. I was surrounded 

by a lot of diverse people that brought in different experiences that, not necessarily people that 
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are more homogeneous in their community get. I think that just allowed me to hear about 

different issues and so, understand what the issue was and why it’s a problem and how that fits in 

the larger narrative that really got me thinking even before I came to college. And then college, 

because I was thinking about that before college, it was much more easier for me to be able to be 

listening to all these different ideas and solutions to the issue and start getting more involved in 

more structured anti-racism work. 

 

Q: So what’s your relationship to your own whiteness? Are you happy you’re white? 

 

Slaby: [11:47:32] So how can I not be happy that I’m white, because I benefit from white 

supremacy tremendously. Also, especially intersectionality, so being middle-class, upper middle-

class, I had a lot of access to a lot of different things. And my privilege allows me to be able to 

do this work without feeling the repercussions that some people would, between life and death. 

I’m happy that I’m able to move in certain spaces that I know others can’t, to be able to do this 

work because I’m white. 

 

Q: And why do you think that someone like you—I often think about the different people who 

process their own race and process how race impacts their lives [unclear] think that, just what 

you said, well, if you have the privilege, the financial resources to do this work without being 

under threat of losing a lot. At the same time I also see a lot of people who have a lot of 

resources which then don’t want to explore what their relationship are to those resources, and 

how they came to them, what their responsibility for [inaudible] is, what the history of them is 
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and how structure creates them. What do you think allows you to be more open to that process 

than people who are closed off to it? 

 

Slaby: [11:49:01] I think what allows me to be able to use the resources I have access to, to be 

able to practice anti-racism and bring in a sense of equity and liberation into the public sector or 

any other spaces that I am in, as opposed to some other white people that get into those spaces 

and don’t necessarily use the access to resources for those reasons, come from a sense of fear. So 

especially when I was working at my previous employer, I saw that a lot.  I was working with 

people that were also white and some of them actually also were involved with anti-racism 

organizations, you know SURJ [Showing Up for Racial Justice], etc. And I would see them in 

their practice as a professional not align that with their own personal values.  

 

Q: Can you hold on for one second [fire siren]. 

 

Slaby: And I saw that it aligned more with their self-interest.  

 

Q: Can you back up again? 

 

Slaby: Yes, yes, yes. 

 

Q: [unclear] just say that I see people who do the work. 
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Slaby: [11:50:21] So in my previous employer, when I was working with other people that are 

that identify as white, and some of them were also involved with anti-racism organizations like 

SURJ, you know doing work like that outside of our employment, didn’t necessarily align, didn’t 

match what they were actually practicing in their profession. And so, what they were doing in 

their profession didn’t align with the personal values that they espoused around anti-racism but 

aligned with their self-interest. So a lot of it, what I saw was a lot of people that are older than 

me that have families. They’d be worried and they would talk to me about how if I agitate too 

much, if I bring this up then I might lose my job, and I can’t lose my job because I have a family. 

They’re going to go to college, I have to think about my retirement, etc.  

 

For me, I don’t think like that. For me, part of what I’m looking to do is not necessarily have my 

own family or even get married and so, I think, at this moment in time —and obviously that’s 

fluid because I’m young and I could change what I want to do, later on —I just really don’t fear 

any repercussion. I think that has to do a lot with my privilege as a white person but I also don’t 

feed into this idea that if I do this something bad is going to happen, enough for me to not be able 

to make an impact in what I’m doing right now. And I think that might actually be because—and 

only speaking for myself—because I had this early on interaction with anti-racism work, as 

opposed to a lot of my colleagues who are decades older than me, who are just now starting the 

anti-racism work. And so, me having that foundation already before I came in to the work field, 

that I’m able to be able to take that with me and start asking those questions that not everyone is 

asking. 
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Q: And what is the obligation do you believe of people who have privilege? What are obligations 

in taking on work like this? 

 

Slaby: [11:52:46] I think people with this privilege, whether it’s white privilege or class 

privilege, have a strong obligation to do this work of anti-racism, because we’re the ones that 

created it. And looking at how generations back we’re all connected to the ancestors that have, 

you know, been complicit with this. And we continue to be complicit with the system because 

the system is still racist, the system is still classist, the system is still all of those things that make 

it seem broken. It is not broken because it does what it’s supposed to do, which provides the 

privileges that we reap. But I think we’re strongly obligated to work in this anti-racism, to 

challenge our own bias in ourselves and challenge the people that are like us, that are also white, 

that are also educated, that share other privileges that we may have, in questioning why we do 

what we do. 

 

Q:  I know there’s a lot of talk in the anti-racism world about— my sort of interaction with a fai 

amount is this sort of virtue ranking, of that, when you talk about people whose lives don’t 

necessarily meet with their values. Who determines what that is? How do you determine what it 

is that your belief system—how do you put it?—that the way that you live your life is somehow 

in concert with your belief system? And because these are, you’re talking about really—I mean, 

deconstructing white supremacy is a complex undertaking, right? It’s not like we need to like 

spruce up downtown, right? [laughter] It’s like a complex undertaking. And how do you then 

navigate that with people who have a variety of different, both interests and responsibilities and, 

as someone as you have acknowledged who’s young, doesn’t have responsibilities, how do you 
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then interact with a community like Battle Creek that has a lot of conservative people in it and a 

lot of conservative wealthy people in it who benefit from white supremacy and benefit from 

structural racism. How do you, someone like you, then make the case to them? 

 

Slaby: Well, right now I’m trying to figure out how I rephrase that question in my answer. 

 

Q: [unclear] You know what I’m trying to get at. 

 

Slaby: [11:55:35] Right. No, I do. I think so. To speak to virtue ranking first. Sometimes I have 

trouble with that only because a lot of times when it’s employed in a conversation or in a debate, 

it’s usually a deflection tactic, so let’s not talk about me or you know what I just said, let’s talk 

about you know, you’re saying this is bad, why. So but I do think that’s important in anti-racism 

work when we’re working with people, again that have diverse backgrounds, that may have lived 

in a homogeneous community and maybe with their intersectionality, they brought up were in 

working class, and so they don’t necessarily see their connection to privileges as someone might 

list in the backpack, right?  

 

I think, first of all, with the virtue ranking, that actually helps make people such as myself, who’s 

white and who’s working in this kind of work, continue to look for accountability. And so, it’s 

not just simply me sitting down by myself as an individual, figuring out what I need to do. That’s 

part of it, because I need to do my own work, but that is through reading books that was 

compiled by people of color and by other people, you know, over the last hundreds of years that 

talked about this work. It’s talking with people today, people of color today and seeing what they 
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want. And I think sometimes you do see groups that are attempting to work in anti-racism that 

actually perpetuate white supremacy or white privilege because they’re not held accountable by 

people of color. So that’s why you start seeing, like, white feminism where it diverges from this 

more, you know, cohesive front that brings in the needs of women of color. I think, in this city 

we do have a lot of conservatives, I mean, our county as a whole, Calhoun County was a red 

county for this past election and, I can’t speak to it because I’m not for sure, but I’m sure it’s 

probably been a red county for, you know, the past elections before then. 

 

Q: No, I think it flipped, right? 

 

Slaby: Oh, it flipped? 

 

Q: It flipped from Obama—Calhoun—to Trump. [unclear] 

 

Slaby: [11:57:56] Okay. Okay. So again, right, so I couldn’t speak to it because I didn’t know. I 

think that, right now the anti-racism work that is going on is interesting in Battle Creek because 

it really focuses on the individual. Collectively, it’s in a group and they create a safe space, but it 

doesn’t necessarily dive into policy-making which helps reinforce, or even create, these fears 

around you know bringing in more people that don’t look like us, etc. And what I really would 

love and what is difficult because I am one of the only ones in public sector here in the area that 

think about this work and try to employ it in their profession, is seeing how can I build a team 

with other people in the public sector to bring about policy change? And that’s where I see 
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myself doing my work because no one right now is talking about policy change which is a 

piece—and a big piece—in terms of doing this anti-racism work.  

 

I think with Battle Creek it’s interesting in my position because I’m from here, I grew up here, I 

have a strong network of people that spans across those diverse backgrounds, especially with my 

family not, you know, leaning more towards right, and I know a lot of people in the other party. 

[laughs] And when I say other party, I mean the Republican Party because as of right now I 

closely align to the Democrat Party in this two-party system. And I’m working with people here 

in the community to show it through practice.  

 

What I’ve noticed a lot is, when you start focusing on rhetoric, even though language is 

important, that’s when you start getting those debates that don’t end into a real constructive 

commentary, right? And so, what you see is people on Facebook going back and forth and then, 

well, this is my opinion so it is what it is. When you do something in practice, you look at the 

end result and the impact, so that’s subjective depending on how you evaluate and how you 

release the results. If you don’t look at how it impacts people of color, then you never know how 

it truly impacts the entire community.  

 

However, I think in terms of getting people more involved in anti-racism work and 

understanding the importance of that, you show it through projects, you know, being done with 

an anti-racism approach, with that kind of framework. And that’s what I’m attempting to do in 

city planning and in the public sector and just in personal life, to show what can be done with 

that kind of work. Because right now what we have, and I think, especially here, even though 
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historically we’ve done a lot of work in Battle Creek, is just theory and so it’s hard to really 

show the importance of theory or even the results of theory, because it’s simply theory, it’s just 

words. And so, unless you actually practice it, no one is going to be behind it, especially if 

they’re not even in that, you know, realm yet with anti-racism work. 

 

Q: When you talk about deconstructing white supremacy and social justice work and anti-racism 

work, I understand like when you’re identifying problems and it’s very easy to identify inequities 

and it’s very easy to identify problems, what is then the ideal that we move towards? Is it an 

erasure of whiteness? Is it an erasure of blackness? What is actually… whenever people talk 

about change and this needs to change, my question is change to what? What is the thing that 

you believe we should be moving towards as a culture? 

 

Slaby: [12:02:28] Yes, so, for me what I subscribe to, which doesn’t necessarily make this the 

only truth in the world, is that blackness or something like that is a culture while whiteness is not 

a culture, it’s a system. And so, for me, absolutely we need to deconstruct that system because 

that is all white supremacy. I think—and this has to do with tracing back in history and 

understanding where your ancestors came from, etc. with your anti-racism work—is that we 

stopped our culture a long time ago, so today do I practice anything that maybe my ancestors 

from the Czech Republic or from Germany or from France did?  

 

Or do I subscribe to the capitalist society we’ve created in America, in which we either 

appropriate culture from black culture or from other cultures, Hispanlatinix cultures, and just 

continually drive at money is the bottom line and white privilege is basically what we need to 
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protect. And I think what we can see if we look at personal life, you know the choices that we 

make, what policies we do, we can see that protection of white privilege every time. And I think 

that’s what our legacy is right now as white people and so, for me, moving forward with anti-

racism work is how can we create a new legacy, starting now? And so, with that new legacy of 

white people that are working with this anti-racism framework and continually deconstructing 

what we had once put together and continue to perpetuate with white supremacy. 

 

Q: So you don’t believe there’s white culture?  

 

Slaby: I don’t. 

 

Q: You don’t believe there’s white culture. Have you ever been to a yacht club? 

 

Slaby: I’ve not been to a yacht club. 

 

Q: I’m joking, but I’m just––do you believe there’s black culture? 

 

Slaby: Yes. 

 

Q: Do you believe there’s Latino culture? 

 

Slaby: Yes. 
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Q: So the 63 percent of people who are white Americans, they have no culture? 

 

Slaby: No. 

 

Q: No, no, I’m trying to understand. I understand the argument you’re making and these are a 

little bit rhetorical questions, but I’m confused because I think that it’s semantics. I mean, the 

idea that there’s no white culture confuses me. 

 

Slaby: [12:05:12] So for me how I look at it and how I’ve had conversations with people and just 

how I work through this is that whiteness is something that people assimilate to, as a system, to 

be able to be protected by the system and so that’s why you see, you know, previously not all 

white people were the same, okay. So you had people from Ireland, you had people from Italy, 

you had people from Eastern Europe come over and they were treated differently than Anglo-

Saxons. And so, because they had white skin it was easier for them to assimilate, drop their 

language, learn English. 

 

Q: Yes, but that’s very different from—I’m thinking about like, your childhood, growing up. 

 

Slaby: Right. 

 

Q: So your family traditions, your family things that you did. Is there nothing that you feel is 

related to you, about your upbringing that you feel connected to, that is not part of the system? 

Just like sort of like the traditions in your home? 
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Slaby: [12:06:28] Yes. I think most of my traditions are Catholic. Practice in the home, religious 

traditions and then very little, you know, if we did have Czech traditions or Irish traditions we’d 

practice, but those are rooted in that culture. But, as a white culture, I don’t, no. I mean because 

everything that I did was also other friends of color did as well. 

 

Q: So you have no relationship to white culture, you personally? 

 

Slaby: [12:07:06] Well, for me I’m quite complicit with the system of whiteness. 

 

Q: No, no, no, I’m not talking about being complicit with the system. I totally get that. 

 

Slaby: Right, right. 

 

Q: You have no relationship to whiteness, like to white culture? 

 

Slaby: [12:07:28] I guess I would have to redefine what white culture is then. So no, not right 

now.  

 

Q: You have no—and so, what about your relationship to your family? You don’t identify with 

your parents and the way they live and the way they decorate their house or the foods they eat, 

that that’s not something that you feel is representational of something?  
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Slaby: [12:08:01] It is representational of something, but it’s representational of a distinct ethnic 

traditions from Europe. So my mom cooked Mediterranean food, you know. 

 

Q: But how is that different from people who are Latino and maybe they cook Spanish food or 

maybe they cook Honduran food? How is that distinct from a Latino culture that is based in 

specific countries? And I’m not trying to [cross talk]. I’m just trying to. 

 

Slaby: [12:08:30] [cross talk] Yes. No. That’s fine. We can have a conversation. [laughs] That’s 

all right. No, that’s fine. So for me I think around, so particularly with blackness, right, and black 

culture, right? So that was a culture created in resistance to the system of whiteness. And so they 

have created their own, you know, symbols and markers of culture around the idea of blackness. 

I don’t think we necessarily did that for whiteness because I think that’s just the normal system 

that we live it, that we don’t even say that we’re white.  

 

A lot of white people say it’s racism when we call out that they’re white, you know? If we say, 

you know, a white person walked in the grocery store, I have heard more people getting upset 

with saying what does that matter if they’re white? However, the same person would say, oh 

well, you know, this person came in the grocery store and they were black. You know, so, it’s 

this kind of dissonance in which we view everyone as other while we just think we are what we 

are. We’re the normal… we’re normal. And so, for me, that is rooted in this idea that whiteness 

is not a culture, whiteness is a system. Because we don’t have a culture, because we forgot and 

gave up our culture a long time ago when we came to the U.S.  

 



  Slaby – Session 1 – 19 
 

Q: Wow, as someone who has grown up in what I believe is white culture, I feel that that white 

culture is super, super strong. I think that it’s like you talk about black culture, yes, it was made 

in response to white supremacy but it also took traditions from the places that people came from. 

And they took the food and the traditions and the music, the communication, and they 

incorporated it into building something that was uniquely American in response to white culture 

in the same way that white people come here and they take traditions and food and things from 

European culture, but it’s in response to the landscape that they have here in America and the 

system of slavery in that it creates a unique culture.  

 

And so, I think that, yes, white supremacy is a system. I believe that, yes, I agree with you a 

hundred percent that white supremacy is a system and that structural racism isn’t a fault in the 

system. It is the system and that’s a non-pejorative position but the idea that there’s no white 

culture makes me think somehow that the idea that you don’t have a culture is really—that really 

confuses me. So maybe I’m just like an old guy who doesn’t understand [laughter], but I 

recognize that I do a lot, most of my work is about anti-white supremacy, but I’m the whitest 

dude on the planet and I love white culture. It’s my family, it’s my heritage. I’m conflicted about 

it and conflicted what it means, but that doesn’t mean that I don’t like the things that I engage 

with. That doesn’t mean that I don’t have certain things that I really recognize as something that 

relates to me and is my legacy, positive or negative. But it’s not something, I can’t just say it’s a 

system. That to me dehumanizes me and takes me out of it in a way that I just, so, but again 

that’s, you’ve grown up in a different time than I have, so. 
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Slaby: [12:12:12] Well and that’s why I think for me, with this anti-racism work, it’s a step in the 

right direction in terms of understanding and defining what our culture is, what is culture for me, 

what is my own culture, what is the culture that, you know, if I have a family or people, they 

come after me through my family line, what does that mean for them? And you know, I struggle 

with just thinking of what would be a marker of white culture except for white supremacy. I 

mean, for me what I see it as is, I mean are we talking about baseball, are we talking about, you 

know like hot dog cookouts, I mean for me that is American culture at the end of the day, which 

a lot of people— 

 

Q: American culture is white culture.  

 

Slaby: [12:13:02] I would disagree with that. I think what we like to say is it’s white culture, but 

I think we appropriate a lot of things that become American culture from other ethnic groups in 

the U.S. 

 

Q: For our entertainment. 

 

Slaby: Yes. 

 

Q: Not for our system of living. 

 

Slaby: No. 
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Q:  So I don’t think that, again, I guess one of the things is that, one of the things that, when I 

talk to white people about whiteness, a lot, it’s about loss and navigating loss. And so, are you  

advocating or do you believe that the goal of your work is the erasure of whiteness? That’s what 

I think you’re telling me because if whiteness only exists as a system that’s inherently racist and 

it needs to be deconstructed, then you seem to be advocating the erasure of whiteness and so, 

what is left behind? What replaces it? 

 

Slaby: [12:14:12] Yes, I think, as it’s put like that, yes, I am advocating for that and I think that’s 

[cross talk] yes, yes, sorry. I think the idea of whiteness, particularly how it’s connected to white 

supremacy and that as a system, should be gone, should be—sorry, what was the word that you 

said? 

 

Q: Erasure? 

 

Slaby: [12:14:40] [laughs] Erase. Yes. Sorry. Should be erased. Not in terms of—so, I struggle 

with the word erasure in this context because it seems like to forget it and we certainly shouldn’t 

forget, you know, history. I don’t believe in revisionist history; however, for me that’s our 

opportunity as people who share skin color who also share the privileges that have been provided 

for our skin color based on the system that we created hundreds of years ago to benefit us, an 

opportunity to redefine who we are and what we want to be, and how we want to be in 

relationship to everyone else in the world. 
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Q: But again, [unclear] and my answer is change to what? Because I’ve spent a lot of time and 

they aren’t defined by our perception of them, they’re defined by their own way. Is it better for 

them to be [unclear] by all these shipping companies, all these cruise companies than it is to have 

their own certain self-determination in the way they work. So when someone says they want to 

change something, I’m trying to understand what you are interested in changing this white 

supremacist culture of Battle Creek that you’ve identified. What are you interested in changing it 

to? What does it look like? When you talk about classless, are you talking about a classless 

society, are you talking about Marxism, are you talking about socialism, are you talking about 

social democracy? I’m really confused. I totally understand like the attack in trying to 

deconstruct, but what are you trying to construct? 

 

Slaby: [12:16:31] Yes. Yes. So for my own self and what I do with this work, what I’d like to 

see, particularly in my hometown in Battle Creek, is to center multi cultures, so that it’s not only 

centered around whiteness. I want to de-center whiteness. And I want for us to be able to be 

accountable to everyone as much as we can in terms of our policy-making, in the way we design 

our city and, you know, provide programming and resources. I want people to be able to achieve 

what they want without as many barriers as we have today because of whiteness and ableism, 

patr —, you know all of those things. I want to see liberation. For me, how I define liberation is 

for that, for people to be able to feel liberated and be able to, you know, choose their own destiny 

which I don’t think people, depending on their intersectionality and level of oppression, it’s quite 

difficult to be able to choose their own destiny. And I don’t want white people to choose other 

people’s destiny for them anymore.  
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Q: So and I understand the concept of decentering whiteness but then where does whiteness go? 

 

Slaby: [12:18:01] I think it gets as much [cross talk] yes, yes, yes. I think whiteness would go 

where everyone else goes. So you know, in a space that centers multi-cultural ideas and thinking 

and, you know, etc., we would be there with everyone else. And so that’s where we have to step 

in and figure out who we are as a people. 

 

Q: I agree a hundred percent with that. The idea, though, is that if we were going to be with 

everybody else, what are we? If you are a white person in that space and you’re there as an equal 

stakeholder, let’s say, with everybody else, but then there must be a white culture or a white — 

 

Slaby: Right. 

 

Q: Yes. There must be something to represent— 

 

Slaby: [12:19:00] Right. Yes. And so, to specifically look at how we can develop an actual white 

culture. I think it really just goes back to, you know, we have the ability to trace our ancestors, 

right? And that’s partly with black culture is, that was formed because they can’t, because we 

uprooted them, not obviously every black person. Well, you know, in terms of those that came 

here as slaves, we uprooted from there, they can’t trace that, we changed their last names, that’s 

what we did. And so, for us, how many people can be able to go to ancestry.com and find like, 

you know, a marriage certificate from the 1700s in a village in Germany? And so, for me, that’s 

about understanding our history and our own ancestry and reconciling with that, and so, maybe 
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that means that your great-great-great grandparents and what does that mean? And who were 

they before that and who were they before that?  

 

For me, my own individual work, because that is a big piece to it beyond the collective work, is 

understanding where does my family come from beyond Battle Creek, beyond this U.S.? And 

what does that mean culturally? And so, you know, I’ve done work with looking at being able to 

visit the Czech Republic, being able to visit other places in Europe, understanding the culture 

there, what my family has given up to come to the U.S. and what does that mean and how can I 

incorporate that into my own daily life and family and thinking? I think for right now I’ve been 

really interested and determined to work through Catholicism and, you know, connect myself, 

root myself in something like that and understanding how my family has been shaped by 

Catholicism, because I think for me, and for my family, particularly on my dad’s side, because 

my mom’s not Catholic, that shaped a lot of what they did, the choices that they made, what they 

thought, etc. And so, kind of working through that and what that means for me and my family. 

 

Q: Thank you. Are you religious? 

 

Slaby: Am I religious, that’s what you said? Okay. I am religious. 

 

Q: Can you talk to me a little about your belief system and how you practice your religion? 

 

Slaby: [12:21:34] Yes, so, I was born baptized as a Catholic, went through that, you know all the 

steps, was confirmed in eighth grade, went to church every Sunday when I was little. I still go to 
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church regularly. [laughs] Also, for me in that space I’ve looked at how we can decolonize 

Catholicism and how that’s been used to further white interests in a lot of different spaces around 

the world. And understanding how other people relate themselves to Catholicism, you know 

people that aren’t white. For me I’ve very traditionalist in terms of the rituals. In terms of like the 

Bible and understanding that I really have been interested in listening to black theology and 

queer theology and understanding how that intersects with kind of the traditional review 

interpretation of the Bible. Because I think it’s a text that is, you know, very interpretable. 

[laughs] And so, that’s my relationship to Catholicism.  

 

For me and even I’ve worked with our priest there—it hasn’t gone so smoothly (laughs)—but 

working with them about how we can start to actually practice and not in terms of, you know, the 

practice of colonization and conversion, but actually practice the word of Jesus Christ and God 

and so, how do we do that in our daily lives and how can we do that collectively as a church in 

the community and start actually doing like community projects and helping out spaces in Battle 

Creek? They just haven’t taken me up on my offer (laughs) of course. But that’s my relationship 

with Catholicism right now. 

 

Q: I like that you’re starting small, deconstructing white supremacy and decolonizing the 

Catholic church. I think that it’s good that you like at least set your sights, like, with achievable 

goals in the short term. 

 

Slaby: Go big or go home. And I went home and I’m still trying to go big, so. 
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Q: I think it’s interesting that you’re trying to work within the Catholic church because the 

Catholic church has been pretty horrific. But it’s weird the combination of both the Catholic 

worker working for workers’ rights and doing a lot of anti-poverty work and a lot of workers’ 

rights work, a lot of socialist work, at the same time being like the biggest pedophile ring and 

destroying countries around the world through colonization. So it’s an interesting equation to 

jump into. 

 

Slaby: [12:24:23] Well, I struggle with that a lot because I usually think about all the horrific 

things that Catholicism has done and most people that aren’t Catholic that talk to me in relation 

to me being Catholic, they’re like you know Catholics have done a lot of great things, and I’m 

like oh, yes, you know. And they’ll list the things and I’m like, oh, yes, actually we do have a 

nice legacy in that way and I’m like but we also have done all these other things that I’m trying 

to, you know, address.  

 

Real quick, speaking to what you said about me, you know, raising the bar [laughs] is, I actually 

do start really small. A lot of times when I’m in, you know, spaces other than this interview, I’m 

working with a lot of people from diverse backgrounds, I mean people that think opposite from 

me, right? And so, for me, I try to attempt some diplomacy, not to preserve this civil attitude that 

I think always trumps justice. But I try to understand where they’re coming from, talk them 

through it, talk with them as a white person talking to another white person understanding how 

we can come together in terms of pushing towards a better community. And for me, as a city 

planner and who works in government, that’s me looking at the policies or even, you know, 



  Slaby – Session 1 – 27 
 

holding that elected position as a school board member, I’m continually pushing for policies how 

we read them.  

 

We just reinstated a student and a lot of the discussion we had around that was, well, how did it 

get to that position? And just the way we talked about the child, right, which is a child of color, 

why did we talk like that? And so, I asked those questions. And so, that for me is what I’ve been 

doing probably the last year while I’ve been home, is asking those questions, and that’s why, you 

know [laughs], I work somewhere else now is because you can’t even get a document change. So 

starting small for me is asking the questions and that’s why I’ve been doing, while also setting, 

right, the goal up high so that I can continually do better at the end of the day and don’t feel like 

I accomplished everything and the world has changed because I did one small act. 

 

Q: What would you be willing to sacrifice for this work personally? 

 

Slaby: [12:26:54] So and that’s something with white privilege because I think a lot of times 

we’ll look at how we can donate five dollars to a cause and feel like we did our work and I think 

part of being white and part of our white privilege is being able to sacrifice that white privilege. 

For me, and I think this is again because I don’t fear a lot of things because for me I feel like I 

face less repercussions that are, kind of, long term damage, just because of my age, right. So if I 

did something now that wasn’t, you know, irreconcilable, twenty years from now I could just 

start all over again, right. However, for me, this whole past year I pretty much put my reputation 

on the line. Again, that’s why I switched employers because they would not allow me to move 

up anywhere. They boxed me into the position that I was in because of the questions that I was 
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asking. You know, a lot of times when I’m on social media or talking with people, you know, 

public discourse, I ask those questions and that makes a lot of people uncomfortable and angry 

and, you know, I’m seen as an agitator and, you know, a lot of people that work in public sector 

or who works for major institutions in this community has called me and said, you know, if you 

continue to do this, I won’t be an ally anymore. I’m willing to sacrifice everything of myself to 

be able to push this forward. 

 

Q: And but what about you’re, I don’t know; it sounds like you come from a pretty wealthy 

family. 

 

Slaby: Yes. 

 

Q: And would you sacrifice your inheritance, would you sacrifice the property that’s going to 

come to you? Are you going to give that up in pursuit of this? 

 

Slaby: [12:28:50] So currently right now what I’m doing is, I live paycheck to paycheck, because 

I get a nice paycheck that allows me to pay my rent and car loan, all that stuff. But I live 

paycheck to paycheck because everything that I have left over after bills I give in reparations. 

I’m connected to a lot of black liberation orgs that they provide PayPal and cash apps, etc. for 

people that, you know, people of color that were down there during Hurricane Harvey in Florida, 

and then I send them $25, $50, $100. I work with people, friends of color that need help for 

anything, I provide them assistance, so if someone just got their tire popped and I had to pick 

them up, I give them $150 to get that all fixed. And then, just with my friend who is in school, 
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you know, whenever she needs money—and she doesn’t even ask, you know she just talks about, 

man I don’t have any clothes for this event, I throw her $100.  

 

So financially I mean, everything, when I say everything I’m willing to sacr—and I try to 

practice as much as I can with the access to resources that I have and that means providing 

information to people as much as I can to allow them to be able to make the right choice, that 

they don’t know because white people are putting together these plans without other people’s 

input, and providing transportation for people of color to be able to come to these meetings, so 

that they actually get to provide input. For inheritance, I actually don’t know what the 

inheritance looks like. I would give it up. I mean, for me, what would that mean? So like, I guess 

if my parents passed away I’d probably get the house and so, I don’t I’d probably sell the house 

and whatever money I get I would give away. I mean, basically what I’m already doing with my 

own money that I receive from work. Yes. Family heirlooms like a box, like my grandma passed 

down. I’d keep because she gave it to me. 

 

Q: Things that represent your culture? 

 

Slaby: [12:31:24] European culture, Czech culture, German culture. [laughs] 

 

Q: So [unclear] just a couple more questions. You’ve made these choices. What would you 

advocate other white people, the choices they make? What should they be willing to sacrifice to 

do this work? 
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Slaby: [12:31:43] Well, I think and I think we can do this with the foundations we have in this 

area, I think we should be providing reparations to people. I did my undergraduate thesis on the 

Bottoms here which was a predominantly black neighborhood that was totally erased and my 

thesis was on the social amnesia of it. Now we took that out of the public narrative and so, for 

me to start, I mean, get involved with the anti-racism work that’s been going on now which, for 

me, is very, I mean you come into the room and you talk about your identity. I mean, pretty 

much this whole interview is a whole day workshop. So just start there which is difficult for a lot 

of people and I understand that. I understand the uncomfortability and what that means for 

someone that’s just raised to protect their whiteness. But I would start there and start asking 

questions and just thinking about you know, consider what you do and why do you do it? I think 

that’s probably the smallest step that could start happening. But moving forward as we kind of 

grow kind of the group, the community of white people that have gone through kind of training 

and work and experiences, again start providing reparations, start demanding spaces for people 

of color at the leadership roles at public sector and nonprofits and other institutions. Start holding 

people accountable, like me, who work for the government. 

 

Q: Just two more questions. One, would you give up your whiteness? If someone gave you the 

choice, they go I can change you to black or white, it’s going to be a flip of the coin, would you 

say, well, I hope it lands on head, would you care one way or another? 

 

Slaby: [12:33:40] I won’t answer that. 

 

Q: You said you won’t answer that? 
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Slaby: I won’t answer that, yeah. 

 

Q: And is there anything that we didn’t talk about that you think, I mean obviously you’re 

passionate about this work. I understand why you’re interested in this project [unclear]. Is there 

anything that you really wanted to communicate and go on the record with, about what we’re 

doing here? 

 

Slaby: [12:34:20] No, because I think if anyone’s going to take a sound bite, [laughs] they’re 

going to take the sound bite no matter if I provide a disclaimer or not, so. No, I care deeply about 

my community, everyone in the community and, working towards how we can be a better 

community and that’s why I’m committed to coming back home and staying here. 

 

Q: Okay and this is like, this is not, you know I just don’t (unclear) obligation (unclear). I’m 

interested as to I ask that same question to almost everybody about whether they’d give up their 

whiteness, and I was not asking you to answer the question, but why you would be hesitant to 

answer that question. 

 

Slaby: [12:35:09] So for me, that’s not even a real question. It’s a real question because you 

asked it, but for me, I’m white, there’s no if, you know. It is what it is and, even if there was a 

pill that I was able to take that would turn me black which, there is, you know you can take, it 

will change your color. You know it doesn’t take away from the privileges that I’ve received 

over the last twenty-four years that I’ve been living.  
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Q: Yes, but it would change your trajectory going forward. 

 

Slaby: [12:35:41] Well, not necessarily because look at Rachel Dolezal [laughs], I mean, you 

know I think, no, because at the end of — 

 

Q: [laughter] I’m not talking about pretending! 

 

Slaby: [12:35:50] Well, no, but what is pretending, right? Because at the end of the day I wasn’t 

raised black. I didn’t grow up black. I wasn’t born into the system as black, so even if I took the 

pill and it changed my trajectory because I look black now. That’s the same thing as Rachel 

because she got a tan and changed her hair and did whatever she wanted to do because she 

wanted to portray that and so, people thought she was until someone called her out, so. 

 

Q: So does that mean if you’re transgender that you’re not a woman? 

 

Slaby: [12:36:31] Can you break that down, because? 

 

Q: Well, I’m thinking of somebody who transitions in their twenties, thirties, or forties and 

transitions to a woman, are they equally a woman as a woman who grew up as a woman? 

 

Slaby: Yes. 
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Q: And how do you square that with the fact that they grew up as a man, had all the benefits of a 

man and have changed and so just, because it sounds like it’s in contradiction to what you said 

about being white. 

 

Slaby: [12:36:53] Right. And so I understand that because I have many conversations with 

people that are transphobic. I’m not saying that you’re transphobic with that question, I’m just 

saying that, you know. I think that, first of all gender is a social construct. Race is too, but you’re 

born with an amount on melanin so you can’t change that, right? We prescribe what we think is 

man and woman based on sexual reproductive organs, etc. And so, for me it’s just about identity, 

so they, you know, feel as if they’re a woman or, if they feel like they’re a man and so they 

identify as such. You know, resisting what we’ve placed on them as an identifier. Now, with 

being transgender and I understand the argument that you set up where, well didn’t they— 

 

Q:  —have all the benefits [cross talk] 

 

Slaby: [12:38:00]—benefit, right, from patriarchy. Right, well, and so I would actually argue that 

not always. They obviously benefitted in a way from patriarchy but they probably also didn’t 

because of the way they felt like they identified growing up. And so, if they felt like they didn’t 

align with patriarchy or toxic masculinity and how that shaped their own experience, I think 

that’s a lot more fluid than the privileges that we get as a white person versus someone that’s 

black. Because I think, again, patriarchy and toxic masculinity affect people that are born men, 

that we assign, you know, as a man, more directly and more significantly than what white 

supremacy affects white people. So white supremacy affects white people negatively because we 
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do give up our sense of culture. That’s what we give up. We give up our sense of being a human, 

right. We dehumanize ourselves as we dehumanize everyone else. And so that’s more subtle 

when you weigh it to all the benefits that we receive as white people. And I think it’s just easier 

for us to outline toxic masculinity makes it harder for men who are raped to tell people that they 

were raped, etc., things like that. And so, it’s more fluid and then transgender identity is just the, 

you know, it’s different and we could go on for this, but I feel like this interview is ending, so 

[laughs]. 

 

Q: I know I have to move on [laughter] and I really enjoyed talking to you and I hope I didn’t 

sound like I’m being contentious with you. I’m just really trying to— 

 

Slaby: I love it. I love this. No problem. 

 

Q: I’m just trying to understand everything. 

 

Slaby: Yes, yes. 

 

Q: So what we’re going to do now is take some stills. 

 

Slaby: Okay. 

 

Q: We can have a beer later and continue the conversation [laughter], you seem like you’re 

someone who’s fun to talk to. Now just look at me. And relax your face. 
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END OF INTERVIEW 


