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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Robyn Sordelett 

conducted by Whitney Dow on January 27, 2018 This interview is part of the Study on White 

People.  

 The reader is asked to bear in mind that they are reading a verbatim transcript of the 

spoken word, rather than written prose. 



 

 

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

 

Sordelett: [14:06:55] Sure. My name is Robyn Sordelett. I am originally from South Africa. I 

was born there and came to this country in ’91. Then I moved to New York, to Connecticut, 

came down to school here. So, I went to the University of Richmond, met my husband; have 

stayed here. So, I guess I’m a Virginian now. I’m a full-time mom for three kids. I do have my 

master’s in social work. Before having my son, who’s my oldest. I worked at Central State 

Hospital, which is a forensic psychiatric hospital, so my background is mostly in forensic mental 

health with a little bit of family and children work in there, too.  

 

Q: How old were you when you came here from South Africa?  

 

Sordelett: [14:07:48] I was trying to figure out the math. I think it was before I turned five, so I 

was like, four and a half or something like that.  

 

Q: You don’t have any real memories of growing up there?  
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Sordelett: [14:07:59] I have little blips. My entire family is still there, my extended family, other 

than my mom and my sisters, so I have a lot of memories built up over the years of going back, 

but as far as those first four years, they’re just those quick flashes that you get from being a kid.  

 

Q: So how do you think of yourself? Do you think of yourself as an American? Do you think of 

yourself as South African, a South African American, an African American?  

 

Sordelett: [14:08:28] A lot of people joked when I was applying to college that I should have 

checked African American when I was—to get a little bit of help getting into schools. I think it’s 

complicated. Maybe like neither box fully, because I think a lot of my—really simple things 

about me are informed by being South African. Maybe it’s just as simple as the foods that I like, 

or my manners and my etiquette is a little bit different because of having the more British side of 

me. But I don’t feel called to South Africa, so if , I guess [it’s] your heart—then I’m American, I 

would say.  

 

Q: Well, it’s really interesting, because there are two countries that have really, really, really 

specific narratives around whiteness.  

 

Sordelett: Yes. Yes.  

 

Q: How do those two narratives intertwine inside you?  
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Sordelett: [14:09:30] I think for me, and especially the climate right now in this country, where 

maybe we’re talking about these things in a way that we haven’t in years, what I feel is that 

people need to pay attention, because I come from a country where this stuff is much fresher. 

People don’t understand. I think a lot of times we’re like, oh, but that was so long ago. That’s not 

who we are anymore. People don’t understand how engrained it gets in who you are and what 

your identity is as a country, as a nation. I see what’s happening in a South Africa and it’s a real 

cluster there, and they are still—paying is such a dramatic word—but they’re still sort of paying 

for the way that that country was shaped and formed. And it seems so dramatic there, because it 

wasn’t that long ago. It’s insane to me to think that I lived there under apartheid. So, I was born 

in a country where black and white people were by law, different, so it seems dramatic there 

because it’s so fresh.  

 

But here, it’s almost more sinister here because it’s quiet, and it’s kind of weaved into things. 

There are a lot of times I find that I can bring to the conversation something more tangible, 

something more concrete. An example to give to say like, you might not feel it here, but this is 

how it manifests in South Africa, and then jump over and say, and it actually is doing the same 

thing here.  

 

Especially talking to my mom, because both my parents were born there, and just talking to my 

mom and when she says things I’m like, she lived like that, and she didn’t question it. Maybe it 

seems kind of drastic to make that jump for some people that my mom was seeing stuff on the 

news and was just not having a conversation about it at the dinner table. It was just like a thing 

like, they didn’t have like, The Cosby Show there, because they couldn’t show a black doctor 
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married to a black lawyer. But I think when I give those examples and then I can compare it to 

something that happens here that maybe I’m in a unique position to have that conversation where 

others might not be. Yes.  

 

Q: How often do you think about your own race?  

 

Sordelett: [14:12:09] As I’ve gotten older, like pretty often. I think being white is kind of 

awkward when you care about certain issues, and you feel like you don’t really know where your 

place is to talk about those things, and where your place is to be an ally or not to be an ally and 

step back. It’s increasingly so with my kids growing up and having the conversation about what 

it means to be white, and what it means to be white and be an ally. I think I’ve been thinking 

about it more.  

 

Q: So, you have had that conversation with your kids, or you’re thinking about having that 

conversation?  

 

Sordelett: [14:12:57] Thinking about having it. My husband and I recently were talking about—

it’s a long story, but I started telling him about things that he takes for granted being a man. For 

me, being a woman, if I want to go somewhere late at night I have to think about the logistics of 

that, and he doesn’t have to ever do that. And then that led into what it means if you’re a black 

man or if you’re a woman of color, just every leap. Every single leap.  
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Him and I were just talking about when you have a young, black son, what kind of conversations 

you would probably already be having with them. My son will be five in July, so I’d imagine that 

if you were a mother of a black son, you’d start to have those conversations a little bit earlier. 

We were saying that’s a weird [unclear]. That I don’t have to sit down and talk to the kid about 

his race when he’s four-and-a-half, so we haven’t had that conversation yet, but I guess it’s 

important to try to find a way to do that, and to frame it in a way that aligns with our parenting.  

 

Q: What’s the community like that you live in? Do you live in Richmond proper? Do you live in 

a suburb? Is it mixed, homogenized?  

 

Sordelett: [14:14:10] We live in New Kent. We live in a little place called Quentin. We live in a 

subdivision. It’s a lot of white faces. There are a couple black families, but it’s pretty rural. Well, 

once upon a time it was rural, and now they’re developing it and building it up, so it’s pretty 

homogenous.  

 

Q: What led you to this chair? How did you get involved in the project, and what compelled you 

to get involved in this project?  

 

Sordelett: [14:14:43] I was trying to remember, but I think that I just thought it might have been 

through Indivisible on Facebook that I just clicked and followed a link. I can’t remember what 

organization it was through.  
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First of all, I’m a little bit of nerd, so I really like research. I really like reading. This is kind of 

what I did when I was getting my master’s, so there’s that part of me that’s just interested in it on 

an academic or an intellectual level. Then there’s the other part of me. That’s what I was saying 

before, that we’re talking about things differently now, and we probably need to keep talking 

about that. It’s really easy for me to sit at home and be like, we really need to talk about this. We 

really need to talk about this, but you know, now I can actually go and talk about it and 

contribute somehow. Maybe it’s only at a really high-level intellectual way, and that’s fine, 

because that’s a part of the conversation, too.  

 

Q: You saw it as an opportunity to engage in something you’re interested in?  

 

Sordelett: Yes, yes.  

 

Q: Do you feel like your gender or your race has had a bigger impact on your experience 

[phonetic]?  

 

Sordelett: [14:15:57] Oh, that’s a good one. It’s interesting, because I feel like—that’s 

interesting. I guess, to be honest, I was born in a country where being white really mattered. My 

dad wouldn’t have been successful. We wouldn’t have been able to move. We wouldn’t have 

been able to come to America. I wouldn’t have been able to start my life here, female or male, if 

I was not white. So, I guess from the start of it, everything was because I was white, which just 

like, blew my mind to realize that. That’s crazy. On a day-to-day basis, probably being a woman 

has more of an impact, because I am a mother. Yes.  
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Q: Are you happy that you’re white?  

 

Sordelett: [14:16:57] Yes, because I don’t have to deal—I think it’s really, really difficult 

especially to be a woman of color right now. Like I said, there’s an awkwardness with it, but 

gosh, we take it for granted to be white. That’s like the ultimate privilege, is we don’t even know 

what it means to be white, because we don’t think about it. We’re not talking to our kids about 

being white. We’re not walking around every day like, “Oh, God. I’m the only white person 

here.” That’s a tough thing to say, but yes. I am happy that I’m white. I’m happy that my kids are 

white. That I don’t have to give my son a list of things not to do when he’s pulled over by a 

police officer.  

 

Q: It sounds you think about this a lot. This is a little bit of a [unclear]. Just ask the question. As 

white people in 2018, do we have an obligation to people who aren’t white because of our 

country’s history?  

 

Sordelett: [14:18:14] I think it’s complicated. Because— 

 

Q: Could you put my question to your answer, because realize my voice isn’t going to be on the 

tape, so just so we know what we’re talking about.  

 

Sordelett: [14:18:28] Okay. Do we have an obligation as white people in 2018? Yes. But not—I 

believe that every single one of us has an obligation to each other, so if we are living in a 
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community together, in a commonwealth together, in a state, in a country together, every single 

one of us has an obligation to each other. And if we don’t do that—this is the more self-centered 

part of that. If we don’t reach out and support other people, then no one’s going to reach out and 

support us when we need it. I think particularly because of our history, you can’t be okay with 

that morally that a good majority of the population of black people in this country, generations 

and generations of their ancestors were not brought here willingly. It’s an ugly and nasty history. 

Maybe I feel more compelled to be engaged in this way because, like I was saying before, my 

history in South Africa is much fresher, but I do. I do think that in 2018, white folks need to do 

better. They need to do more, and they need to do better.  

 

Q: Specifically, in relation to black Americans, what is our—you said we have an obligation as 

like, a community of white people. What is that obligation? Is it affirmative action? Is it 

reparations? Is it making sure the playing field is level? There’s a lot of different ways to 

interpret the idea of what our responsibility is.  

 

Sordelett: [14:20:46] Reparations I think is like, is such a—it’s not something I understand fully 

enough, or what the policy side of that would look like to really speak on it fully, but I do think 

that we can try harder to break down some of the institutional barriers to things. And I think that 

does start with conversation, so maybe when you’re talking about your community, that’s where 

it starts. If you’re just talking about your small little community, and what you can do on a daily 

basis.  
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But if we’re talking bigger, I do think that our government, our political system, the big people 

just need to do more and do better, and to stop allowing us to get into this whole notion of 

pulling yourself up by your bootstraps, and ignoring how many closed doors people of color 

have to face, whereas white people are just opening the door and walking right through, and not 

knowing when we’re doing that, how many closed doors there are for other people.  

 

Q: Have you gotten any benefits from being white that you can think about or identify?  

 

Sordelett: [14:22:10] Sure. My husband’s family is from Prince George’s County, which is 

thirty-five minutes from here, forty minutes from here. I love them dearly. They’re really good 

people. If my husband had brought home a black girl, I’m not sure they would have embraced 

me as fully as they have. So socially, there is a benefit. I own a home. I just have—what’s the 

word? Mobility. I have more mobility. I think that just goes back to coming to this country and 

having that opportunity to be upwardly mobile in a way that wasn’t accessible to a little four-

year-old black girl and her family.  

 

Q: Are there drawbacks to being white?  

 

Sordelett: [14:23:23] That’s an interesting question. Are there drawbacks? Not in general. I don’t 

know. Not in general. There are not institutional barriers for white people. There aren’t things 

that are harder because you’re white. I think something that’s tough is when you want to engage 

as an ally and you feel self-conscious about your whiteness, because— 
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Q: [unclear] motorcycles drowned you out. 

 

Sordelett: [14:24:18] That’s okay. I think that something that’s difficult is when you want to 

engage, and you are self-conscious about your whiteness, and I feel that a lot. I’m trying to think 

of a good example. Sometimes I think that there’s nothing worse than a well-intentioned white 

person who maybe is wearing a Black Lives Matter T-shirt, and donates to all the organizations, 

but like, still doesn’t get it. I think what you don’t get is that you can never get it. Does that make 

sense? You need to be able to grasp that you’ll never understand, and you’ll never get it, and it’s 

messy, and complicated, and you just have to listen more than you talk, maybe. For me, that’s 

the only drawback. I hate to use the word drawback about it. That’s the only awkward thing 

about it for me, but as far as just living your life every day? No. There’s no cons to being white.  

 

Q: You say that you feel uncomfortable a lot with your whiteness. Why is that?  

 

Sordelett: [14:25:50] I definitely have this guilt about being born white in a country where being 

born white meant sometimes that you got to live. I mean, yes. It’s like a yucky thing. It’s 

survivor’s guilt, a little bit. Then you can go back and think of all the times that you could have 

done better. My dad was very anti-apartheid and was kind of a—long hair and wore flip-flops in 

the winter and marched. He was going to become a lawyer and realized that in South Africa the 

justice system was so broken that he just couldn’t engage in that. So that’s who I was raised by, 

and so maybe that narrative was in me all along, just that reminder of how fortunate we were. 

That, coupled with what I was just saying about how—knowing that you’ll never really grasp it. 

It’s just really complicated, and I don’t know what the answer is there.  
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Sometimes you feel like you really wanted—a good example was when Doug Jones won in 

Alabama, and you looked at all the voter turn-outs, and you looked at all those numbers, and you 

were like, black woman elected him. Black women showed up and elected this man. They 

elected this Democrat in the reddest of red. And so, you want to have this really meaningful 

commentary on that, but then take a step back and say like, am I in this conversation? Am I 

supposed to be in this conversation? Am I supposed to be listening? Am I supposed to be just 

listening and reading more about it? Or am I allowed to say, shame on you, white women. 

You’re still voting for these people. Shame on you. Who am I with? So, am I with those white 

women, or am I with those black women? Because I’m not really with the black women, because 

their experience, especially in a place like Alabama is far and beyond what I can imagine, 

especially the older black women. I’m not with those white women. Dear God, I’m not with 

them. Yes, there’s just an awkwardness there. Yes. 

 

Q: How then, if you have this feeling like you come from these countries where it was really 

very complicated narratives [phonetic] around race, and you have all these conflicted feelings, 

what’s a righteous narrative that, for a white person in your position, what’s the narrative track 

[phonetic] that you’re living then to say to yourself, I’m living a righteous life?  

 

Sordelett: [14:29:21] I think I struggle with that daily, especially having kids. Because I think 

when you have children, your goal is twofold. Your goal is to make the world better for them, 

and then your goal is to make the world better because of them. I struggle with it daily, of, what 

am I doing on a daily basis to not be those white women who voted for Roy Moore? I don’t 
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know. It could be as simple as just, you quote/unquote “raise your kids right.” I’m in that - I’m 

sure like a lot of people right now in this country after the 2016 elections, they’re in this weird 

space of wanting to do more. They have really intense feelings, and how to navigate that on a 

daily basis, and then with larger action, as well.  

 

Q: Do you feel like a common cause or a connection to a wider white community? Do you think 

you’re part of a white community in that you have a connection to that?  

 

Sordelett: [14:30:41] No, but I’m also really introverted. Like, I don’t really love social 

interaction.  

 

Q: Even if it’s not a social connection, like a connection to being part of—same way if you were 

African American or black, you would feel like, I’m a part of this thing.  

 

Sordelett: Yes. You’re a part of a larger— 

 

Q: Thing. Do you feel like you’re part of a larger thing?  

 

Sordelett: [14:31:19] I don’t know. That’s a really interesting question, because I think it’s also 

like, the minute…If you say, I’m part of a group of white people, and we’re all connected, it 

doesn’t really read well. No. I can’t think of anything. I can’t think of anything in particular that 

makes me feel like, oh, yes. I’m part of this larger experience.  
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Q: You said earlier that you have experiences that are common for white people to have.  

 

Sordelett: Yes.  

 

Q: You share common experiences. Maybe that’s just even not thinking about race, right?  

 

Sordelett: Yes.  

 

Q: It’s sort of this weird thing where you actually do have commonalities, but you see no 

connection in those commonalities.  

 

Sordelett: [14:32:10] Yes, and it’s not a part of my identity. Yes.  

 

Q: So, being white is not part of your identity?  

 

Sordelett: [14:32:20] It wouldn’t—if I had to describe myself, it wouldn’t be in the first sentence. 

It would maybe be a box I checked later. There’s no cultural identity associated with it for me, 

and there’s no—I’m trying to articulate what I’m thinking, which is, there are a lot of really 

good, progressive white people who have been sprung into action. Maybe they were moderately 

politically active. They’ve kept up on the news. They would send a five-dollar donation to 

Barack Obama or something. Now, they’re like [mimics explosion]. That’s an interesting group 

of people for me who I can see that commonality there in a different way. I guess them and me 

being white is a part of that identity, because for progressive white folks to be advocating for 
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some of these issues is important in a way that’s different than when people of color do the same 

thing. I think I can recognize that as a larger community for me.  

 

Q: Don’t you think it’s interesting that you said that being born white has allowed all these other 

things to flow your way like, you wouldn’t be able to leave South Africa, you wouldn’t be able 

to have a job, you wouldn’t be able to come here. You wouldn’t be able to build this life. And 

yet, you don’t see it as part of your identity.  

 

Sordelett: [14:34:13] Yes. Whereas, I champion the fact that I’m a woman. You know what I 

mean? Every one of my accomplishments is happily framed by being a woman. That informs me 

in a way. Like you said, I wouldn’t say, “I’m Robyn. I’m a thirty-one-year-old white woman.” I 

would just say, “I’m Robyn. I’m a thirty-one-year-old woman.” It just wouldn’t occur to me, 

even with how much it’s engrained in my life story. It just wouldn’t occur to me.  

 

Q: Even though you clearly think about issues of race and equality [phonetic] a lot.  

 

Sordelett: [14:34:58] Yes. It still wouldn’t be in my little mini bio.  

 

Q: Interesting Are you attached to your whiteness? Do you think you’re attached to your 

whiteness, then [phonetic]? Would you voluntarily—  

 

Sordelett: Would I trade it?  
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Q: Not even trade it consciously, just arbitrarily. I have a stupid question about, if you walked 

out that door and you leave as a thirty-one-year-old white woman. If you walked out that door, 

there would be a fifty/fifty chance, totally arbitrary, that you’d leave as a thirty-one-year-old 

white woman or a thirty-one-year-old black woman. Would you consciously choose to go 

through one door or the other?  

 

Sordelett: [14:35:41] I don’t want to be a black woman in America. I think it’s hard as hell. I 

think you have to work harder. I think you have to be better. That sucks. That sucks. It’s not 

something I want, so if I had to choose, yes, then I’d go out the back door because then I could 

just stay me. Yes.  

 

Q: A corollary to like, are you happy you’re [phonetic] white question. Yes, you wouldn’t give it 

up.  

 

Sordelett: [14:36:18] Yes. It’s worked well for me. It’s worked well for all of us.  

 

Q: What is something do you think that people of color either don’t know or misinterpret about 

white people?  

 

Sordelett: [14:36:49] Don’t know or misinterpret. There’s that space where I think really 

productive conversation could happen, but it’s a little controversial to be in that space. I guess 

that sometimes people of color misinterpret how white allies are coming to that, but I also 
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understand that. I understand the defensiveness. I understand the edginess. I understand saying, 

don’t you tell me how to feel about this. I get that, but I think that can be misinterpreted. Yes.  

 

Q: I’m thinking about this idea. How often do you talk about whiteness with white people versus 

talking about—when you talk about this idea of being an ally, is that about supporting people of 

color? [unclear] the distinction I’m making. I guess, what does it mean to be an ally? What does 

that even mean?  

 

Sordelett: Yes. Which question? Should I tackle both?  

 

Q: Whichever one you want. It’s a multiple choice.  

 

Sordelett: [14:38:39] Before coming here, I told a close friend of mine who’s a professor at VCU 

[Virginia Commonwealth University] about what I was doing, and we laughed because I said, 

“Imagine if I showed up at a family event for my husband’s family and asked them all how they 

felt about their whiteness?” It would be very funny. They know that I’m the token family liberal, 

so they would just be like, “I don’t know, Robyn.” So, that conversation is not happening. No 

one’s having that conversation. The conversation about being an ally—to be honest, it exists 

more in the subtext of another conversation. When something shitty happens, you express your 

disappointment as a white person about other white people’s behavior. And then whoever you’re 

talking to, maybe that resonates with them and they share that, or it just gets passed over and 

they just talk about whatever else is absorbed in that issue.  
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Q: As someone who also has some in-laws that are very conservative, I highly recommend 

asking them how they feel about being white.  

 

Sordelett: It’s just a fun dinner table conversation.  

 

Q: It’s a fun dinner table conversation, and actually, you’d be surprised that they might have 

thought about it more completely than some of your progressive liberal friends in relation to 

themselves.  

 

Sordelett: Yes. And especially because—  

 

Q: I’m not saying you’ll agree.  

 

[…] 

Q: Is there anything particular that you think, in the context of this conversation, that you think is 

really important that you say?  

 

Sordelett: [14:42:39] I don’t know. I think the two things that I have been pondering a lot is, the 

person I was giving an example of, like the well-intentioned white person that’s normally 

[phonetic] a woman, and she’s normally in her late thirties to fifties. And she’s trying so hard. I 

just maybe wish that she would listen a little bit more. I’ve been reflecting a lot on that person 

and that kind of example. Then, just thinking a lot about where to engage on controversial stuff. 

How much listening should we be doing? How much talking should we be doing?  
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Q: It sounds like when you say listening, like you mean [phonetic] listening to people of color.  

 

[…] 

 

Q: I guess what I was trying to get at with the question about listening is that, is it more 

important to listen to people of color, or is it more important to talk to other white people? Is the 

conversation around whiteness better had in, like this situation? There’s only white people here. 

It’s not an accident that there’s only white people working on this.  

 

Sordelett: [14:45:09] Right, because that would be uncomfortable. That could be uncomfortable.  

 

Q: It could be uncomfortable. The idea is that this is a conversation between white people about 

being white, not a conversation cross-race.  

 

Sordelett: [14:45:18] I hear what you’re saying, so it’s almost like going back to the funny 

example of my in-laws that there is maybe a value in that conversation. It’s not comparable to 

the value of listening to people of color. I hate to say confrontation, but that conversation at a 

dinner table where you’re talking about hard things, that has a really important place that we’re 

not really addressing.  
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Q: Perhaps it’s easier to listen and feel right just about listening than talking to people. And I 

don’t think it needs to be confrontational. I know I’m veering off from an interview into more of 

a conversation here.  

 

Sordelett: No, but I think it’s helpful for me.  

 

Q: Yes. One thing I’ve noticed in this conversation; you’re very honest in saying, “I don’t want 

to be black. I like being white.” That’s a starting point for a conversation with someone who 

views the world very differently than you; that you might agree on that. Then that might open up 

the door, as opposed to challenging them [unclear].  

 

Sordelett: Right. I’m a little assertive so sometimes that doesn’t work.  

 

Q: You said you were shy.  

 

Sordelett: [Laughs] I am, but in my happy little bubble.  

 

Q: We’re just about out of time. What I want to do is take some stills of you. This is the simple 

part of the interview, or maybe it’s the [unclear] hardest. You just have to look at the camera.  

 

Sordelett: Smiling?  

 

Q: Just totally relax your face.  
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Sordelett: Okay.  

 

Q: You can smile now. The smiling is the hardest part. [unclear] relax. Thank you.  

 

Sordelett: Thank you, guys.  

 

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 

 


