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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Jessica Summers 

conducted by Whitney Dow on December 17th, 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: First of all, can you tell me your name, your age, where you’re from, and just a little bit about 

yourself?  

 

Summers: [09:12:44] My name is Jessica Summers. I am forty-two years old, I have grown up in 

the South. Was born in Louisville, Kentucky. Lived in [Washington] DC for the first few years 

and then most of my childhood was in Davidson, North Carolina. I moved to Virginia in 2011 

and have been in Richmond [Virginia] now for about ten years.  

 

Q: So you are a real southerner then? 

 

Summers: [09:13:06] I am. Born and bred. 

 

Q: Can you tell me a little bit about that? How does that manifest? How do you feel about being 

a southerner? Do you feel related to the culture? Do you feel related to the history? What makes 

you a proud southerner? 

 

Summers: [09:13:22] I would say I am southern by chance. It is not something I identify with as 

a source of pride. I am very aware of the history. My family are mostly academics, ministers, 

teachers. And so [I] have not been involved in the politics of the South in the way that I think 
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some people have. And I know that when we moved from DC to Davidson I was very aware of 

the accent that was different in North Carolina and even as a five year old made a conscious 

choice not to sound like the kids around me. So I have less of an accent than my parents’ 

generation and even less of an accent than my younger brother and sister. Somehow even that 

young I knew it was something I didn’t want to be that strong.  

 

Q: Tell me a little bit about your childhood, where you grew up? What was the neighborhood 

like in Kansas City? What was your family like? What was the community that you lived in like? 

 

Summers: [09:14:38] In DC; so my earliest memories – we lived in a mixed neighborhood and 

my father was a minster of a mixed Presbyterian church. So I grew up with kids who were black, 

kids who were from Africa. Those are the differences I remember anyways. So some of my 

closest friends as a young, young child where black and I remember wanting, begging—I had 

long blonde, fine silky hair—desperately wanting cornrows. And my mom finally conceded 

when I was four or so, and there is a picture of me with these teeny tiny braids all over my head 

just beaming and of course as soon as she took them out they just fell right out but that was what 

I saw as beautiful and what I wanted to emulate at that age. 

 

Then we moved to Davidson, North Carolina which is a little college town and very segregated. 

And the black people in the town literally lived on one side of the tracks and we lived on the 

other side because we were—my dad was a chaplain and my mom was a teacher. And things felt 

different and that’s when I remember first being aware of being white and that that meant 

something different. In DC, with my friends, it didn’t register. And maybe I was too young. But 
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in Davidson, suddenly I was aware. One of the family stories that has been passed down is of a 

friend of our family whose daughter, the first day she went to elementary school with these big 

eyes and said, “Mommy, there are Africans in my class.” And it was the black kids and she had 

just never seen them before being born and raised there. There had been no interaction so all she 

knew of them was National Geographic. So we lived a middle-class life. My mom was home 

with us most of the time. She taught at a preschool in the mornings as my brother and sisters got 

older. My dad was a chaplain, so he was in-and-out and we hung out at the college. Rode our 

bikes around. It felt like a safe, little, idyllic, small-town upbringing. 

 

And it wasn’t until I was thirteen or fourteen I think, seventh grade, my dad accepted a call to a 

church in Charlotte, North Carolina. And it was an interracial and Presbyterian church in the 

projects of Charlotte. And that experience for me was very uncomfortable. I mean, thirteen is an 

awkward age to begin with and then to suddenly be going from the church we had grown up in—

which was totally white, big, fairly middle-class to wealthy, very proper, everything it’s order—

to this church which felt chaotic, totally alive church, where I sang in a gospel choir. The kids 

running around may or may not have had fathers, there were visible signs of abuse which I had 

never seen before on some of the kids that were there. And I felt very white and very aware of 

being different. 

 

Q: How did your parents talk to you about this? Because that seems like a conscious choice of 

your father’s, and it’s not like he didn’t understand what the changes were. 
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Summers: [09:18:14] I remember them talking about it some. He resisted the call at first—oh, 

sorry. My parents, when they tried to talk to us about the decision to go to Seigle Avenue 

Presbyterian [Church, Charlotte, North Carolina], part of the decision was about whether we 

were going to stay in Davidson or move to Charlotte. And we stayed in Davidson for about a 

year, and Dad commuted back and forth to this church in the projects. So we were going from 

our little suburban home in white Davidson to the projects every Sunday. And then going out to 

lunch afterwards in the Wendy’s that was nearby, which was the only place that you could go for 

food. And I don’t remember them discussing whiteness and blackness directly. 

 

I remember my dad talking to me—I was the oldest—about how he hadn’t wanted to take the 

call at first. And he said, “Now I think you need to find a leader from your own community, this 

doesn’t feel right.” And so they went back as I recall for another year and continued their search 

and then came back and said, “No, we feel like you are the person who is supposed to be here.” 

And so he stepped up. It was small. It was about fifty people at the time and about 300 by the 

time he left ten years later. But it felt very jarring to me. And I am not sure about my brother and 

sister—we didn’t talk about it as much and they were younger. 

 

But I remember my grandparents visiting—my dad’s parents, who are from North Carolina and 

Alabama, and they are in their nineties now. So they are very much from a generation where 

things are separate. And watching them come for his installation at the church and coming to the 

church supper afterwards where there were literally chicken’s feet served and greens and all the 

good stuff. And then sitting very properly at the table and he was a minster, also, so they were 

polite and diplomatic, but I can feel their discomfort and feel how out-of-their-depth they were. 
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And I was embarrassed by it, but I also think I was embarrassed because I recognized some of it 

in myself and knew that I didn’t feel super comfortable there and I wasn’t sure what my place 

was yet. So I could understand it. And it was tough and when they moved to Charlotte, I 

actually—a whole other story—but I actually left home and went off to college. So I never did 

live in Charlotte and it wasn’t ever my home church. I visited when I came back for breaks and 

on weekends and stuff. But I was never as much a part of it as the rest of my family was.  

 

Q: And how did that affect your sense of yourself? You said you became aware—it seemed like 

these stages of awareness. In DC – one awareness, moving to Davidson another stage of 

awareness and then the move to Charlottesville [Virginia] was a third stage of awareness. Can 

you tell me a little bit about how you thought of yourself as a white person?  

 

Summer: [09:21:33] My conception of myself as a white person, I think, really came smack into 

it when we moved to the church in Charlotte. I was the only white girl, white person, my age in 

the church because it was so small at that point. And the very first, one of the first church 

suppers or something that we had a girl who was about my age—a black girl from the 

neighborhood—came up to me and was looking over at my dad and said, “Is that your husband?” 

And I said, “No.” I said, “That’s my dad.” And she just said, “Oh.” But I was so embarrassed 

and I said, “That’s my mom over there.” How could you even think that that person could be my 

husband. And she just sort of nonchalantly then brushed it off,  but I never—I always felt very 

separate and very conscious of myself as being white. And very – what whiteness looked like to 

me at that point was being uptight. That I was the one with the good posture who sat there in the 
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church like I had been taught in our other church and sat quietly with my hands folded and 

listened while other people were talking, having side conversations. You know, things got kind 

of wild. My mom would say, “We had church today.” And that meant it had been a lively 

worship service. And I just felt very separate and just self-conscious, I guess.  

 

Q: And how do those formative experiences manifest themselves in your life today?  

 

Summers: [09:23:23] I think how those experiences manifest in my life today and have over, I 

would say my adult life, is that since I have moved to Virginia in 2001, I have been more 

conscious of the gap between white people and black people in ordinary life in the South—in 

Richmond in particular. I lived in Charlottesville for five or six years before I moved here. And 

there I lived—the first house I bought, a townhouse, was in a predominately black neighborhood. 

I was one of two white people on the street. 

 

And it was comfortable, it felt fine to me. I had spent time because of my upbringing and being 

in the church, I had spent time around black people. I didn’t feel like they were other. I felt like I 

was other. I was used to being the exception, first in the church and then now in this 

neighborhood because that was where I could afford to buy a place—it was close to where I 

worked at the hospital. And it made sense and it felt like I was kind of the adopted cousin on the 

street. I’d walk up the street and “Hey!” I rode this little electric scooter and there was this black 

motorcycle gang that lived next to me, or one of the members lived next to me. So they would 

hang out at the end of our cul-de-sac and I’d ride up on my little scooter and they’d say, “Hey, 
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sister, come on over, come join with us, let’s look at our bikes together.” And when I’d ride by 

the kids would go, “Oh, look at that white lady.” So it was a constant awareness in my life. 

 

And then my field is social work and I worked as a hospice social worker for the first seven or 

eight years of my career.  And when I moved to Richmond and started with the hospice here, the 

territory I was assigned was the east end of the city and out towards the airport, which is 

predominately black. So I was back in the housing projects like I had been when I was a teenager 

with my parents in Charlotte. And so it was strange to be the one person on my hospice team 

who that was familiar for. And I was more comfortable than some of the other team members 

and some of the nurses who wouldn’t go in by themselves. So I would say, “Call me and I’ll 

meet you over there and we’ll go in together.” And we’ll go in teams and that’s fine. And 

interacting with black families. 

 

Again, I think, because I had come from a place of more comfort and more familiarity than some 

of my peers and co-workers, I pretty early on developed a way of being where I would just call 

out the elephant in the room and say, “I know I am just a little white girl and I can’t tell you 

anything about your family, but often in a situation like this this is what people need to know but 

this is what people want to hear.” And sometimes it works and sometimes it didn’t. Sometimes 

people would immediately kind of stiffen. There was always kind of a jolt that went through the 

room when I would name my race. That it was something they weren’t used to people doing, but 

the way I looked at it, that gave anyone who then wanted to mention it permission to talk about 

it. 
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And I’ve continued that in my work as a therapist. I am in private practice these days and I see a 

fair number of African Americans clients, because it is Richmond, Virginia. And I do the same 

thing. I make a point early on in the session of either naming myself as white or naming the 

person as black and saying, “Well, you’re a black woman so I don’t know how it is for you, you 

know, and what other added layers? These are some things that I know are common for some 

people.” And there is, there is always this kind of moment of “Whoa…she just said that.” And 

then for some people that gives them leeway to talk about it. I feel like I’ve wandered off from 

the question here.  

 

Q: Totally not. You have not wandered off from the question at all. Can you tell me a little bit 

about your current life? I understand you have children, you have—I am assuming you have a 

partner, a wife or a husband. Does your conscious of understanding of whiteness and reflecting 

on it, how does that manifest in your immediate family life?  

 

Summers: [09:28:29] It is interesting now that I am married and have two kids—they are three 

and six—I am thinking more about whiteness and about how do we talk to our kids about that. 

How do we make our lives look more like what we hope the world would like and especially in 

the current political climate this has been a conversation my husband and I have been having a 

lot. And so we have made a point to seek out books for our kids that aren’t necessarily about 

race, but in which the narrators aren’t all white. We are presenting a mix of races, of 

backgrounds through stories, which are important. We are big readers. 
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We’ve been involved in a lot of marches and protests and those kinds of things to the point that if 

we go to a festival, as soon as we walk up, my daughter will say, “Is this a march? Are we going 

to a march?” I’m like, “No, this is a folk festival, we are here to listen to music.” We don’t have 

black friends. Richmond is still a very segregated city and I have black co-workers who I am 

friendly with, I have black Facebook friends who I chat with, who have been friends at different 

points in my life and different jobs that I have had and things, but none that we are close enough 

to that we bring them over to our house. And I feel embarrassed about that. I feel it’s a lack in 

our life. I feel like it is not presenting—it is not what I want my life to look like, but I haven’t 

found the tools to change that yet I guess. 

 

Q: That’s something that is really interesting. I talk to a lot of people about. Why do you think it 

is that even those people who really consider this an important issue, really consider social 

justice important, interested in deconstructing white supremacy or you call it institutionalized 

racism, and actually take active modes. And not like you haven’t had many experiences and 

lived in communities with black people. Why do you think it is that you don’t have any close 

friends or even moderately close friends that are African American? 

 

Summers: [09:31:15] I don’t know why I don’t have any close friends who are black. I think 

there is something about the way we still live so separately that even though—I have a good 

friend at work. She and I, we chat all the time, we text each other when we are not at work. I 

have never invited her to my house. She has never invited me to her house. For me I think there 

is some awareness of how—of the privilege I live in and feeling kind of embarrassed about that. 

Especially—this is one of the things we’ve bonded over at work, is deals and thriftiness. And we 
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send each other little coupons and things we’ve found. And so to do that and then to invite her to 

my home, which is nice, which was expensive, we moved in a year ago. We were able to because 

my mother-in-law passed away and left some money so we were able to afford a home we never 

would have been able to before. 

 

But I am embarrassed my neighborhood is mostly white. There are a few black families there 

and I don’t want my friend to feel uncomfortable. And the same with the other few good 

acquaintances whom I’ve had through work; mostly who are black or African American. I have 

one who did come visit at my old house and I’ve been to her house before. But since we’ve 

moved we’ve sort of lost touch and I haven’t had her over. I just feel like those social gaps are 

still so large here. That inviting people into our personal spheres is challenging, it’s scary. It’s 

taking a risk that maybe we are not ready to take or that we worry about the other person not 

being ready for and how would that change our work dynamic. 

 

It’s interesting, my kids have two of their best friends who are the same ages who are from 

mixed parents and the mother is white. She is the one that we know. The father isn’t in the 

picture. They are divorced. And the kids don’t remember him. And my kids have recently been 

asking, “Why don’t Austin [phonetic] and Salah [phonetic] have a daddy? Where is their daddy? 

Why isn’t he here?” And I don’t have answers for them because they don’t know the story. I 

haven’t met him either. But when I first started bringing it up with their mom, because we’ve 

never talked about race directly, but her kids have kinky hair and their skin is a little darker. 
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And I finally asked her one day, I said, “Was their dad black?” And she said, “Yes, he was 

black.” And she whispered it. She was married to this man for I don’t know how long. They have 

two children together. And she whispered it. And I was a little taken aback by it. And she said, 

“We haven’t talked about it yet with the kids.” She said, “I am planning to with Austin before he 

starts kindergarten this fall”—which was this past fall—“because I know they will be talking 

about families. That’s a standard kindergarten thing, who is your family, so he is going to ask 

who is dad is and why he isn’t here.” 

 

And I haven’t asked her since then how that conversation went or what it contained. We’ve 

talked some about children’s books that present different races and different races living together 

and compared notes and written down names for each other of books that we’ve liked. So we 

have talked about it that much. And my daughter—I’ve noticed there is one black kid in her pre-

school class and if we’re out driving around, if we see a black woman drive by she goes, “That’s 

Josiah’s [phonetic] mom.” Any black woman. So it is something I think about a lot and I am 

trying to figure out, how do we talk about this with our kids? How do we normalize this and 

make it seem—I don’t know—like there is a way forward with it? 

 

Q: Why do you think she whispered it?  

 

Summers: [09:35:49] I think she whispered it because she wasn’t sure how I would react and 

because the kids were nearby and it wasn’t a conversation she had had with them yet. That’s 

what I think. She is not southern, interestingly. She is from Michigan. He was from here and his 
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family is still here. That much I know. But I think she whispered it because you are not supposed 

to marry black people. 

 

We talked one day. My daughter has a doll that’s black that she picked out in the store. The first 

day we got the doll, we went from there to the mall for something and she insisted on carrying 

the doll with her and a black man stopped in the parking lot and said to her, “I love your baby.” 

And he looked at me and he said, “It’s so important that they know they can love both kinds.” 

And I just said, “Yep, that’s the doll she picked.” And went on. But when I was telling the mom 

that, the same mom, and told her his comment, that it is important that they love both kinds. She 

kind of jumped back and said, “Whoa.” And I thought, “Wait a minute.” This was before we had 

the conversation. I thought, “Weren’t you married to a black man?” Maybe I am making an 

assumption. Maybe there is some other piece that I don’t know. And I haven’t gone back to ask 

her about her reaction to that or if again, she was assuming that that would be my reaction to that 

conversation which it wasn’t. So there—I can think of tons of just these little examples of things 

of how race is still such an uncomfortable topic for us here.  

 

Q: Well, it is interesting when you talk about the house and inviting [co-workers over] and you 

could afford it because of your mother-in-law who passed away, and that’s a personal piece of a 

national statistic which is that the average black family—I think the net worth is $11,000, and the 

average white family is between 160 and 180. So it is actually a manifestation of history that 

your family would, when your mother dies, would be able to pass down money to you and that is 

an uncomfortable thing. It then puts you in this situation where, yes, I’m not just like this person 
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who is sensitive, I am also part of this structure in this system. So that is really fascinating, that’s 

really fascinating. How often do you think about your own race?  

 

Summers: [09:38:46] I would say at this point in my life I think about my own race daily. Now 

largely that’s because in my work as a private practice therapist I have a lot of black clients. So I 

know that that is unusual and if I weren’t interacting with people like that on a daily basis—

where I feel like I have to be conscious of my whiteness and how I am presenting it and how I 

am using my whiteness and how my whiteness is being perceived—then I am sure I wouldn’t be 

thinking about it on a daily basis. But because of the nature of the work I do and the way it kind 

of sticks with me even on the days when I am not seeing clients, when I am out and interacting 

with the public. When I am going to the children’s museum with the kids or I am going to 

playground, I am still watching and aware of those dynamics that I wouldn’t have been even ten 

years ago, I think. Because it is something I am trying to figure out how to use in my work. I 

went to a really good training last year on race and therapy. I am terrible with names so I won’t 

remember the name of the professor who led it. He is from a family therapy center I think in 

Philadelphia [Pennsylvania]. But anyway, it was really helpful for me in learning to think about 

race in the therapy setting and then for me that bleeds over into my everyday life as well.  

 

Q: And when you talk about how you use your whiteness, how do you use your whiteness?  

 

Summers: [09:40:40] How I use my whiteness. In the therapy setting, I think where I am with 

that right now is when I am working with black clients who are new, I try to establish early on 

that I am aware that I am a white person and that my experiences are going to be different from 
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their experiences. My experience of education has been different, my experience of just walking 

around in the world is different. And I try to just say that straight out pretty early on so that if 

they need to correct something that I’ve said—an assumption I’ve made—they can feel like they 

are comfortable to do so. Some will and some won’t. 

 

I have one woman I’ve been working with for almost three years who is black and who is in an 

interracial marriage and I have mentioned it several times and every time I do she gets this big-

eyed look and she’s never mentioned it. She’s never talked about race in the context of her 

husband. That’s not a door she is going to open with me. Or maybe at all, I don’t know. But for 

me I think both coming from a position of power as the therapist and coming from a position of a 

power as the white person in the room, I feel like it is up to me to open that door so that if it is 

something they want to talk about they know they can there. And then just leave it at that. It is 

not a point for me to hammer home, but every once in a while to mention this is a difference I am 

aware of.  

 

Q: How about the way that your whiteness is—well, two questions. Have you ever used your 

whiteness to consciously get something that you wanted or to change the dynamic that you 

wanted?  

 

Summers: [09:42:47] I can’t think of an example where I have intentionally used my whiteness 

to change something or to influence something, but I am completely certain that I’ve done it. 

Because as part of the privilege of walking around as a white person is that whether I am aware 

of it or not, it’s a superpower that I have. It’s a trump card that I can play. Kind of like being a 
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woman is being a trump card in some situations and a negative in other situations. And I can 

think of examples where I’ve used the woman card, but I can’t think of examples where I’ve 

used the white card. But I am sure they are there.  

 

Q: What about ways in which—I think a lot of white people think of their whiteness as this 

passive attribute. Can you think of any examples where your whiteness was an active dynamic 

component of an interaction or something that you had? Or not even a specific example, just 

ways in which it’s active and dynamic.  

 

Summers: [09:44:09] I think that whiteness is something that can be active and dynamic and I 

think right now in this political climate it is a tool that can be used. And I’ve been trying to 

figure out and have been in discussion with other white people about how to use that. And so I 

know I made a point of going to a particular protest around immigration and ICE [Immigration 

and Customs Enforcement] and just showing up as a white person. I thought, “I’ll go be the 

white person there.” 

 

And it ended up being a fairly small protest, there were maybe twenty or fewer people and 

maybe four or five of us were white. And I could see the other people who mostly knew each 

other. And I was aware of this group just through Facebook and other friends so I hadn’t met 

anyone before. And I’m a shy person, I don’t naturally walk up and introduce myself and talk; I 

just sort of show up and I’m there. And so I was very conscious that day of just being there to be 

a white person and just say that I am a white person and I am in support of this issue. And I am 
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going to stand with these brown people, with these minorities, who are being oppressed and say 

that that is not okay. 

 

So in that regard I can think of how whiteness can be an active—how whiteness can be a verb. 

But in everyday life, in a non-activist sense, I don’t know. I feel like whiteness is a passive thing. 

It is a default setting. It is what has been the norm in this country or that is how we have been 

taught to think about it. It is just how things are. White is the norm. White education, white 

speech, white music, even when we appropriated it from non-white sources, that that’s just the 

norm. And it’s hard to think about that in another way.  

 

Q: Well, do you think there is some sort of active dynamic in part of the fact that you and I are 

white and that when you walk in and you look at me and I look at you and we shake hands we 

make a lot of assumptions about each other or there is a comfort factor. That somehow we mirror 

each other in some way and allows there to be kind of an immediate trust factor or immediate 

understanding factor? Because you are not looking at me if I were a black man, you walked into 

this conversation would feel very different. 

 

Summers: [09:46:54] Yes, and actually I thought about that before this interview. I didn’t know 

what your name was, but I knew I would be interviewed by a person to talk about whiteness. 

And it did cross my mind, I wonder if this person will be white or will be black because, that is a 

very different conversation. It would be hard for me to talk about my whiteness with a black 

interviewer than with a white interviewer. So I think that whiteness is an active thing in the sense 

that when we walk in and greet another white person, we can make certain assumptions about 
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where they are from, about cultural things we will just understand about each other. We can 

make jokes and assume that we’ll be understood. We can make references to foods, to clothing, 

to movies and assume that we’ll be understood in more or less the same way.  

 

Q: I would go even farther and say that you walk in and I understand that we live in a shared 

reality. How we think about that reality might be fundamentally different, but when I meet a 

black person I assume they live in a different reality. And whether or not you were the most 

conservative, didn’t believe in any of the things that you believe in, we still live in the same 

reality. We might interpret it different or feel it different, but I know that when I am talking to 

you, I am talking about the same landscape. If you were a black woman sitting there I can’t begin 

to talk to you as if I remotely understand the landscape that you live in. Are you happy that you 

are white?  

 

Summers: [09:48:39] Yep, I’m happy that I’m white. That’s all I’ve known and I like my life so, 

yes, I am happy that I am white.  

 

Q: Are you attached to your whiteness? Do you ever feel like you wouldn’t want to be white or 

you say to yourself, “I wish I weren’t white, I wish I could give up this whiteness?”  

 

Summers: [09:48:52] I wish that there were ways to give up what being white means in this 

culture. The actual color of my skin doesn’t matter to me. But I wish that being white didn’t 

come with the privileges that it comes with just because that means that then other people don’t 

have those privileges. So would I give up being white? I don’t know. I would be interested to try 
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if there were a way to live as non-white. I would. I would like to do that and see what that reality 

looks like.  

 

Q: You could always come back. 

 

Summers: [09:50:05] Yes. Like those social experiments that people do. They pass for a while.  

 

Q: I have this question that I ask of people sometimes. If leaving you could walk through two 

doors: one you would walk through that door and you would emerge as yourself, white, and one 

you would walk through the door and there was a fifty-fifty totally random chance that you 

would emerge yourself or as a black woman, would you consciously choose one door or the 

other?  

 

Summers: [09:50:30] I think I would consciously choose the fifty-fifty door because my 

curiosity is strong and because I think that would be a way to learn more about what that 

experience is like. I am a huge reader; I read tons of books. I have been reading a lot about the 

history of racist thought in America and about whiteness, but I can know what that actually feels 

like to not be white. And I would like to know. And again maybe that’s the therapist part of me 

that wants to know what my clients are feeling and what their experience has actually been. Not 

just what I have read about it in textbooks. But I think I would go through that door.  

 

Q: And talking a little bit about the history of Richmond and how the divisions are here. What 

are your thoughts—obviously there is a lot of discussion about Monument Avenue various things 
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and how you are going to talk to you children about it. What are your personal thoughts on the 

monuments here?  

 

Summers: [09:51:40] My thoughts on the monuments here are that I think they should come 

down. Now, in some ways I am an outsider here. If you are not born in Richmond, you will 

never be a Richmonder. That is certainly true of this city. And my family, even though we are 

southern all the way back, didn’t fight. We were ministers. We were conscientious objectors. So 

I don’t have a stake in that war in some ways. So I don’t have that kind of family sense of pride 

or attachment to the Civil War and those monuments and what they mean. Which I know is 

really important for some people here. I do see them as a symbol of our racist history and I think 

they should come down. I don’t have an answer of what I think they should be replaced with. I 

did march against them after the events in Charlottesville. There was an event in Richmond and I 

was there that day because I think it is important. And I have been to city council to be part of 

the crowd to be talking about taking down the monuments. So I do feel strongly about it.  

Q: And because of the racist history of this country or the events, do we owe—as white people—

do we owe black people something?  

Summers: [09:53:21] I think we do owe black people something. I do think that reparations are 

called for because we have made this society so unequal. We have again and again enacted laws 

that kept black people down. We now have what some people have called the new Jim Crow of 

mass incarceration. That’s how we keep people separate. That’s how we separate black families 

and disenfranchise them from voting. And I think it’s deliberate and I think that we need to atone 

for that.  
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Q: And what do reparations look like?  

Summers: [09:54:05] I don’t know that. I don’t know what reparations look like. I haven’t gotten 

that far. I started the Ta-Nehisi Coates article but I didn’t finish it. I don’t know. I know for 

myself what reparations look like are that whenever I can I hire a black handyman. I have a black 

mechanic. My daughter goes to a school that has black teachers. I try to frequent black 

businesses. I go to black restaurants. As much I can with the capital that I have I try to spend it in 

places where it is going to black people. That’s one small thing that I can do. But as far as policy, 

what we should do as a nation for reparations, I don’t know.  

Q: And this is obviously something that is very important to you and you’ve thought a lot about 

it. Building a more just society. What are you personally—what would you be personally willing 

to give up to achieve that?  

Summers: [09:55:15] I would be willing to move to a neighborhood that is integrated. I would be 

willing to integrate a neighborhood. I would be willing to—I mean my children go to public 

schools so I am part of the public school system, and making sure our tax money is going into 

those schools. I don’t know what it would look like, but I would be willing to give up things that 

I have so that other people could have more, so that it would be more equal thLan it is. 

Q: Is there anything that we didn’t talk about in this conversation that would be important to say 

in a context like this you think?  

Summers: [09:56:07] Not that I can think of.  
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Q: You’ve been really great. We are going to take some stills of you now. So just—this is the 

hardest part of the interview. You just have to look at the camera. Just relax your face. And smile 

if you want. You don’t have to smile anymore. Thank you. 

Summers: You’re welcome. Thank you.  

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 


