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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Peter B. Steiger 

conducted by Whitney Dow on May 12, 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. 
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Q: So first of all can you tell me your name, where you’re from, and a little about yourself? 

 

Steiger: [01:00:02] Sure. My name is Peter B. Steiger. I was born in Toronto, moved to Houston, 

Texas when I was six years old, and then spent the next umpteen years in Dallas before moving 

up to Wyoming twenty-one years ago. 

 

Q: And what drew you to Wyoming? 

 

Steiger: [01:00:23] The AMBER [America’s Missing: Broadcast Emergency Response] Alert. 

 

Q: Contextualize the— 
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Steiger: [01:00:26] Oh, sorry. What brought me to Wyoming was the AMBER Alert in 19—I’m 

working on it—1990—I’m sorry—1997 is the year that the Amber [R. Hagerman] of AMBER 

Alert fame was taken off the street in what was considered a safe neighborhood, broad daylight, 

witnesses all around, truck just pulled up, yanked her off and drove off. And our kids were about 

the same age at the time, around eight years old. And my wife said, “We are not staying here. I 

don’t care if you have to quit your job. We’re moving someplace where our children will be 

safe.” And I did some research, started looking at crime rate per capita in different states. And 

most of the states up in this area, Wyoming, the Dakotas, Montana, Idaho, all had very low crime 

rates, and we arbitrarily picked Wyoming, so she could go to nursing school at the University of 

Wyoming. And we came up here. 

 

Q: And how do you like it? Do you feel now like a Wyomingite or do you feel like a transplant? 

Do you feel like a Canadian? 

 

Steiger: [01:01:45] That’s an interesting question. How do I feel as a Wyomingite? I have never 

really felt like I belonged to a community because I moved to so many different places. Going 

back to Houston, my mother tells me that when I was six years old and just moved there I wanted 

so hard to fit in, I would stand in front of the mirror practicing to be a Texan. And I don’t know 

if that ever really worked. Howdy, eh? And up here I am a little bit of—how can I put this? I 

have some liberal tendencies and some conservative tendencies. I end up positioning myself as a 

centrist among a largely conservative rural community. I live out in a ranching community. I’m 
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the only computer nerd there. And so I still don’t really feel like I fit in. But I do like the 

Wyoming spirit and attitude of independence. Just leave us alone to do things our way. So in that 

sense I do feel like this is my home now. 

 

Q: And do you feel you’ve been accepted by these Wyomingites? 

 

Steiger: [01:03:18] Absolutely. Sometimes if I get into—oh. Yes, I do feel like I’ve been 

accepted by the Wyomingites. Sometimes if I get into political arguments on Facebook, which 

I’m trying to stop doing because it just causes more strife, my more extreme conservative friends 

will become angry if I do things like throw Snopes at them to disprove some allegation. But for 

the most part, the ranching community has been very welcoming. They like having a computer 

geek they can call on. I like having somebody who can show me how to fix the carburetor in my 

tractor. So we get along well. 

 

Q: What compelled you or motivated you to get involved in this project? It’s kind of a weird 

project. Why participate? 

 

Steiger: [01:04:16] Well, I didn’t realize when I first got involved that this project was more than 

just answering an anonymous survey. I saw an ad on Facebook somebody posted in one of the 
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Cheyenne community groups looking for volunteers to respond to the survey. And I’m always 

happy to give my opinion, whether it’s valid or not. And when he followed up, asking if I’d like 

to do a more extensive interview, I figured why not. Anything I can do to further the research of 

knowledge, whatever. 

 

Q: And how was the experience of doing the survey? Was it things that you’d thought about 

before? Did it spark new thought process around race? How was it doing the survey? 

 

Steiger: [01:05:11] The survey gave me a lot of things to think about. I had never really thought 

that much about my position in society ethnically. And when I read over the questions I realized 

life isn’t so easy for everyone as I find it. 

 

Q: It’s funny because the questions don’t specifically say that. Right? You infer certain things 

about your own life. And do you think that having a conversation about whiteness or a research 

project about whiteness is even valid? 

 

Steiger: [01:06:03] I’d like to believe it’s not necessary in this century to have a conversation 

about whiteness. I’d like to believe that people are oblivious to their racial identity and we’re just 
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one big happy family. But there’s still so much division, so much conflict, and so much anger 

that I think it’s necessary. 

 

Q: Where do you think most of the anger comes from? Which part of the debate? 

 

Steiger: [01:06:39] I think a lot of the anger comes from how people were brought up. They took 

it as normal in the 1950s and 1960s for races to be at each other’s throats. And each generation 

rather than correcting that just reinforces it to the next generation. So people whose parents 

were—don’t want to say bigoted necessarily, just hostile to that which is different—are raised 

with the same beliefs and same attitudes and they pass that on to their children. And a lot of it 

too I think is reinforced by mass media. Conflict sells. So in the news, in movies, if there are 

people killing each other, that’s great, that brings in the audience, that gets attention. 

 

Q: How would you identify yourself? What would you say are the characteristics of yourself that 

have impacted your life the most? Being male? White? Religious? Family? Location? The things 

that really have impacted your trajectory through the world. 

 

Steiger: [01:08:26] Sorry, this just isn’t something I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about, so 

want to make sure I understand myself, before I just make something up. 
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Q: Well, maybe the question is that when you think of yourself as people perceive you, how do 

you think people perceive you on a day-to-day basis when they see you and meet you, or what 

are the things, is it computer nerd, is it the guy with a ponytail and a snap-brim hat, is it 

contrarian, the quasiliberal, the ranch hand. 

 

Steiger: [01:09:07] That’s a good way of saying it, the contrarian is probably how I am perceived 

most, and how I perceive myself and always have. I said earlier that when I was first in Texas I 

tried so hard to fit in, to become a Texan. But when I could see that wasn’t working, when I 

could see that people just laughed at me because I talked funny, do you want to go out, I turned 

that to my advantage, and deliberately went against the mainstream, and I still do that, but in a 

different way. My early life up into my twenties maybe I had become extremely cynical and 

distrustful of the whole world. I was arrogant and condescending. And I’ve evolved over the past 

couple of decades. A lot of that is because of my involvement in church life. 

 

I take seriously the—I guess commandment isn’t the right word but the urge to treat other people 

better. It’s easy, Jesus said, to love the people who love you. Not so much when you have to love 

random strangers, love your enemies. And the apostle Paul went on in greater detail about how 

love is what matters the most. So although I am still an iconoclast, and certainly a contrarian, I 

no longer do it from the point of view of everyone else is wrong and I’m right, I do it from the 

point of view of you on this side of the political spectrum, you on that side, both seeing each 



  Steiger –1 – 9 
 

other as the enemy, you’re wrong about so much hatred, what you need to be doing is working 

together to make the world a better place. 

 

Q: That’s a pretty good sentiment, also for a contrarian that’s a pretty optimistic sentiment. 

 

Steiger: [01:12:05] Well, I didn’t say I was very successful. 

 

Q: So how do you identify yourself racially? 

 

Steiger: [01:12:18] I really put very little thought into it. In Houston and Dallas I always lived in 

mixed communities, so there wasn’t any solid white ethnic group. Up here not so much. 

Especially out in the country. It’s very largely white. But because I grew up in ethnically diverse 

communities I never really saw people as separate entities, separate groups. We were just all 

people in the community together. So I’m peripherally aware of my white privilege as it were. 

But I don’t really think of it or identify as a white person. 

 

Q: But do you think of yourself as a white person? 
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Steiger: [01:13:20] Well, sure. I don’t mean I was born white but I self-identify as Asian. I just 

mean that’s not what forms my identity. I don’t see being white as making me any different than 

being black or being Asian or whatever. 

 

Q: But do you think that if you were black or Asian or whatever your life would be different? 

 

Steiger: [01:13:52] Probably, because I am aware that ethnic minorities are mistrusted more, and 

often overlooked when all other things are equal. So I’m not sure what you’re looking for there 

but that’s— 

 

Q: No, I’m not looking for anything. Really I’m not looking for anything. I’m trying to 

understand how you see the world and how you interact with the world. And what I mean by that 

is that you said, “Well, my race is never really something that I think about, it’s not something 

that I care about or act out.” And so my question is do you think it has impacted your life, if you 

were the iconoclastic liberal computer geek, the black computer geek in the ranch that you live 

in, would your experience there be different do you think than being the white family with all 

these other things that you are. 
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Steiger: [01:15:09] I see what you’re saying. If my life were exactly the same as it is now except 

I were black, would my life be different because of that? Probably. But I think it depends on the 

community. Out in the ranching community where I live, people are more trusting I think. In 

cities with a high crime rate I see that it’s assumed if you’re black you’re committing a crime. 

But it’s hard for me to speculate on how different my life would be because it’s hard for me to 

generalize. I look at people as individuals. I really try hard not to assume how an entire group of 

people is going to behave or treat me. 

 

Q: Are you happy that you’re white? 

 

Steiger: [01:16:27] I guess I’m happy that I’m white. Again I’m not oblivious to white privilege. 

And even though I’ve never known anything different so I can’t say, “Well, I’m sure glad that 

didn’t happen to me,” I am aware that because I’m white a lot of doors were open to me that 

wouldn’t have been professionally, socially otherwise. So yes. I guess in that sense I’m glad I did 

not have those additional barriers. 

 

Q: I think it’s fair. Sometimes people are concerned about admitting it because to say that being 

a white male—I personally, my opinion, in America it’s a pretty good thing to be. If I had to 

choose one of the things to be that’d be the one I’d choose. I happen to be born as one. 

Philosophically because you seem like a very thoughtful person who analyzes things. What is it 
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that makes someone white? When you say, “That’s a white person,” what is it that makes 

someone white? 

 

Steiger: [01:17:41] What is it that makes someone white? 

 

Q: Is it the color of their skin, is it their genetics, is it their history, is it their attitude, is it a 

quantitative or is it a qualitative thing? 

 

Steiger: [01:17:56] I would be naive and just plain wrong culturally to say that there is no 

difference beyond skin color and genetics in being white or being black. But I don’t know how 

much of any one factor definitively makes one white or black, especially if you’re genetically 

mixed race. 

 

I suppose then it really would just be a cultural thing. And I am probably the last qualified person 

in the world to say what is culturally a definition of traditionally black culture or white culture. 

 

Q: One of the things when I think about following up this question. Is Barack [H.] Obama black 

or white? 
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Steiger: [01:19:14] I’m not sure if Barack Obama—try that again. Take two. I’m not sure if 

Barack Obama would definitely be called black or white. He’s almost a Rorschach test of 

identity. People who want him to be black see him as black. People who want him to be white 

see him as white. But he doesn’t portray himself as distinctly white or black. He tries to stay 

middle ground. When he was in office he tried to execute his policies in such a way as to be 

equally beneficial—or detrimental from your point of view—to all Americans. I suppose 

genetically he is black. But culturally I didn’t really see that in Obama. 

 

Q: It’s funny you say genetically because I always—the reason I ask the question. It’s a false 

question in some ways. But it is really curious to me because he has a black father, white mother, 

he was raised by his white grandparents, went to white schools, went to Harvard, white Harvard, 

went on to live in the White House. And yet could he actually be seen as white? Because he’s 

fifty percent white fifty percent black. And I think your answer being Rorschach test. But I also 

wonder. People call him the first black president. Could he have said, “No, I’m white”? Could he 

have taken that position saying, “I’m culturally white, I’m as much black as I am white, I’m 

going to hang on to that piece of my identity”? 

 

Steiger: [01:21:29] That’s interesting. I think he could have said that and might very well have 

wanted to just to appeal to people who wanted him to be white. But unfortunately I don’t think it 

would have worked because most people—and I would be a hypocrite to say I never do it—most 
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people judge based on superficial appearances. And they see darker skin. They immediately form 

a picture in their mind. Whatever they think a black person is. And that’s how they assume he’s 

going to be. I’d like it to not be true but again even I jump to conclusions all too readily. 

 

Q: Thinking about the history a little bit, you’re a Canadian immigrant. But we live in this 

country that has a very complicated relationship to race obviously. We had slavery. We had Jim 

Crow laws. We have the genocide of the Indians. We have a lot of complicated racial history. 

Are we connected to that in some very direct way as white Americans in 2018? Do we have a 

connection, a responsibility to that? Do we owe black people something because of that? Is it in 

the past? It’s not our responsibility? How do you think about your relationship with history? 

 

Steiger: [01:23:13] I think white people owe other races, specifically those with whom as you 

say we have a complicated history, the benefit of the doubt more than we give them. Beyond that 

do we owe them specific reparations as it were for the horrific treatment our ancestors gave their 

ancestors? I don’t know. I don’t think that would really solve anything. It wouldn’t undo the 

terrible history. And it would only serve to divide people more because they still see anything 

which pits one group against another, for example racially, where one group is deliberately given 

advantages that another group does not get, instead of bringing people together that just divides 

them more. Makes the group that does not get those benefits resentful. 
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Q: I think it’s a very complicated question. When I look at the data, the data is pretty 

straightforward. If you’re white or Asian in America or Latino you live longer, you have better 

health care outcomes, your mortgage rates are lower, your infant mortality is lower, you make 

more money, you have high ownership. I think the last statistic I saw, the average white 

household has a net worth of $160,000, average black household has a net worth of $11,000. 

And these things are— 

 

Steiger: Wow. 

 

Q: Yes. These things are really—they’re kind of intractable when you look at lines of other 

minorities like Latinos or Asians who are even above whites in some areas. The lines go up. And 

if you look at the lines of black Americans it goes up but it’s persistently much lower than other 

lines. What is causing that? What is driving that? Is that something that we did as white people 

who are responsible for it? Is it something that black people aren’t doing that they’re responsible 

for? How does that relationship work? And again I’m not looking at any of these questions for 

you to be an expert on anything. I’m just looking for your opinion. Whatever your opinion is. 

And if you don’t want to talk about—sometimes I feel like oh, people feel like they have to be an 

expert. Only want you to be an expert on yourself. 
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Steiger: [01:26:27] I understand. Okay, that I actually have put a lot of thought into. Because as I 

say I don’t see that programs like affirmative action or welfare or whatever can undo the damage 

that has been done over the past four hundred years. But I do see a lot of the reason—at least 

from my point of view a lot of the reason that cultures in poverty, inner city black youths for 

example, remain disadvantaged from one generation to the next is our criminal underfunding of 

education. Regardless of race I would like to see more effort put into giving educational 

opportunities to people who are stuck in a poverty cycle. Give them the tools they need to climb 

up out of that and break that cycle with the education that can go anywhere, get any kind of jobs, 

live in any kind of houses. 

 

I don’t think it’s racial discrimination that keeps these families where they are. It’s lack of 

education, lack of opportunity. So that is what I think would change everything. 

 

Q: Why do you think that there isn’t the support? I know this isn’t really totally our thing. But 

it’s something you’ve thought a lot about. Why do you think there isn’t support for more 

education funding when you look at these? Teachers are striking all across the country now. 

Every state is raising their tuition. Federal, they’re pulling funds from the university system. 

Student loans are the only thing that you actually can’t wipe out in bankruptcy. They’re basically 

hung around your neck for life. Why do you think that that’s—is that a result of something or is 

that something that’s intentional that there’s something about our society that are actually driving 

that? 



  Steiger –1 – 17 
 

 

Steiger: [01:29:05] I absolutely have no idea why our society cares so little about education. It 

baffles me. So I really have no answer to that question because it seems so obvious to me that’s 

what is driving the poverty cycle. And it seems so obvious that that’s how we can fix it. And yet 

it remains such a low priority. 

 

Q: And actually in some way it’s negative. We hear. A lot of these interviews talked about one of 

the things people didn’t like about this particular study, they said it was—it’s Columbia 

University and there’s a built-in prejudice against educational institutions. There’s a thinking that 

that somehow makes it invalid almost. There’s a lot of suspicion around education. 

 

Steiger: [01:30:07] I see what you mean by that. I do see a lot of hostility towards upper 

education, particularly in political discussions. And I think some of that comes from the 

perception that higher education is out of touch with middle America. Does an Ivy League 

philosophy professor care what my neighbor down the road is struggling with to get his cattle fed 

or watered during a drought? So I don’t think that the hostility to higher education is just born of 

ignorance. I think it’s again with the racial issues. People not understanding each other’s 

backgrounds, each other’s needs or priorities. Rather than see someone as simply different, we 

see someone who is different as the enemy. 
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Q: That’s what I think you would appreciate about this project is that the reason why we’re here 

is we’re not here talking to professional talkers. The whole point of this project is to talk to a 

cross section of real people, to come out and do extensive data gathering on them, to find out 

what the rancher down the road is thinking about this, trying actually to penetrate that a little bit. 

And that’s why we’re in places like Wyoming and southern Michigan and Virginia and Texas 

doing it, trying to—as someone who works in academia I can tell you that feeling of academia 

out of touch with the rest of the world is not inaccurate. It is out of touch. So how do you feel 

about the process of having this discussion? Has this been uncomfortable, comfortable? Is it 

different than you thought it would be? 

 

Steiger: [01:32:39] It is different. This discussion has given me a lot to think about. Because I 

tend to get wrapped up in my own little world and I’m working day to day just to pay the bills, 

take care of my family, and I don’t really think about what’s going on around me. Or as my 

survey questions indicate I don’t feel like there’s anything I can do or say to change a larger 

process culturally or nationally. So having this conversation has made me more aware of who I 

am and how I fit into society. And I like that. 

 

Q: It’s interesting you say that because from what you say you do make an effort to change when 

you engage people on Facebook in discussions. It doesn’t sound like you’re trolling people, it 

sounds like you’re engaging people who you disagree with and providing them with information 

and talking about it. And so you are trying to have an impact. I think that’s one of the great 
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things you as a coder I think is about. There’s a lot of downsides of social media and technology 

but also connects us in ways that—it divides us in ways we were never divided before. But also 

can connect us in ways that we have never been connected before. So it’s funny. You’re not the 

only person who’s had this feeling of powerlessness in the face of this that feels like such a big 

issue and so intractable and embedded in our culture, how do you engage it. So yes, I hear you, 

I’m sympathetic to that feeling, it feels overwhelming at times. On your day-to-day life, your 

personal circle, how often do you interact with people who aren’t white? 

 

Steiger: [01:34:55] Very rarely since we moved to Wyoming. But a lot of that is because we’re 

out in an isolated community maybe a quarter mile from our nearest neighbors and I work from 

home. So I sometimes joke that I don’t get out much but that’s a literal fact. It can sometimes be 

days that I don’t see anybody except my wife and my cats. That being said, I work with a 

number of people, about half our company nowadays is based in Manila in the Philippines or 

Hyderabad in India. And I work with people from other cultures daily over the phone, Skype 

meetings, e-mail. So I don’t know if that really answers your question. 

 

Q: That’s exactly what I was saying in our last conversation. You’re connected to the world in a 

way that you couldn’t be without technology. 

 

Steiger: That’s true. 
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Q: And you’re seeing people who are very very different from you and not necessarily by 

conversation but just by normal interaction with them you make connection with them. 

 

Steiger: [01:36:17] I want to go back to something you mentioned earlier before I forget it. You 

were talking about how I’m not the only one who feels powerless. And that’s actually one place 

where my friends on the left and my friends on the right totally agree is a distrust of big 

government, big corporations. They feel like Congress is bought and paid for by all the big 

corporations. And for that reason whether you’re Joe Rancher or Jane Philosophy Major they 

don’t care about what we need to get through our lives to make our lives better. 

 

Q: Are you politically active? 

 

Steiger: [01:37:05] I am not. Partly because I can’t vote, and partly because I’m what I describe 

as politically atheist. I don’t believe in anybody anymore. I came of age politically during the 

[Richard M.] Nixon years. So that shaped my view of what politicians are like and very little has 

happened since then to change that. I saw Jimmy [James E.] Carter [Jr.] as one bright spot. He 

was brutally honest when he said that this was something that could not be fixed easily without 

sacrifice. He was telling the truth and it was not a truth that people wanted to hear which 

unfortunately wrecked his political career. But other than that I feel like everyone who is 
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supposed to represent we the people has gone into it only with their own motivations, their own 

political—or sorry, their own personal agenda. As I said answering to corporate interests, special 

interest groups, lobbyists. So in the past forty years I have become so disillusioned that even if I 

could vote I don’t know that I would. 

 

Q: In your analysis of somebody who’s thought about it a lot, do you think some of this feeling 

of powerlessness is what gave rise to the [Donald J.] Trump Republican Party because it was 

almost like something that would smash it? Or is that a response to the feeling of powerlessness 

that he would then rise to power? 

 

Steiger: [01:39:14] I believe the feeling of powerlessness, the distrust of politicians to do 

anything but corporate bidding is exactly what gave rise to Trump’s victory. Even people who 

loathed him as a person saw him as a way out of business as usual. I feel they were wrong, 

horribly, horribly wrong. But I do believe that’s what brought him into power, yes. 

 

Q: Do you feel living in your ranch house out in Wyoming, do you feel connected to the rest of 

America? Do you feel American and that you have a connection to us? Garrett is from 

California. I’m from New York. Are we unified in any way? 
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Steiger: [01:40:08] I do feel connected with America as a whole, thanks largely to technology. 

People who live in some remote rural community are no longer isolated. I can form friendships 

with people I’ve never met. In fact I have a number of what I call imaginary friends, people I 

only know virtually through games or social media. And that’s made me feel a lot closer to 

people and cultures that I never would have thought about twenty years ago. 

 

Q: Is there anything that we didn’t talk about in the context of this conversation that you think is 

important to touch on? 

 

Steiger: [01:41:15] No, I think we’ve covered everything that I would have thought fit in with 

the context of your survey questions. 

 

Q: Garrett, do you have any question? 

 

Garrett: How many kids do you have? 

 

Steiger: [01:41:27] I have two. 
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Garrett: Boy? Girl? 

 

Steiger: [01:41:31] My son is twenty-seven and working for the Army. And my daughter is 

twenty-nine and working in customer service. 

 

Garrett: Do your kids talk about race? 

 

Steiger: [01:41:48] Not so much my son, because he also works in—he works for the state in law 

enforcement, has a lot more contact with a wider cross section of society. So I think it’s just a 

normal part of life to him to interact with people from any background. And both of them, 

because they were children in Dallas in as I said a mixed community are extremely comfortable 

and at home with anyone anywhere. My son especially is very gregarious. Makes friends with 

people he meets whenever he travels on vacation around the world. He does a lot of traveling. 

And he loves to meet people of different backgrounds. 

 

Q: Good, well, I think that this about covers it. What we’re going to do now is take some pictures 

of you. It’s really a video portrait. So you just need to look at me. This is either the simplest or 

the hardest part of this interview. Just relax your face. Just totally. Smile if you want. 
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Steiger: You told me to go blank, so. 

 

Q: Go blank once again. Now Garrett is going to take a couple of shots of you. 

 

Garrett: I’m not taking a cell phone picture of you. I’m using my handy dandy pocket light meter 

to get a light reading on you. 

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 

 

 


