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PREFACE  

 
 

The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Andrew Wilburn  

conducted by Whitney Dow on May 14th, 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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ATC Session #1 

Interviewee: Andrew Wilburn Location: Cheyenne, WY 

Interviewer: Whitney Dow Date: May 14th, 2018 

  

Q: So, first, can you tell me your name, where you’re from, and a little about yourself?  

 

Wilburn: [01:00:39] My name is Andrew Wilburn. I was originally born in Boise, Idaho, 

spent the last thirty years, kind of, moving around—or the last twelve years moving around. I 

went from Boise to Seattle, [Washington], to get my bachelor’s. I went to Ohio to get a 

master’s. And I’ve been in Cheyenne, [Wyoming] for the last two years working at the 

community college, and just climbing, and biking my heart out.  

 

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

weird project—we recognize that, a project on whiteness. What intrigued you to maybe want 

to get involved? 

 

Wilburn: [01:01:14] So, when I saw the flyer for the whiteness study or the, you know, what 

is whiteness study, it intrigued me because I have my master’s in higher education and 

student affairs, so a lot of social science, a lot of soft science, and the humanities. But also is, 

I’ve never seen a question posed that way. It’s always been about, “Tell us what your 

experience as a biracial student, or a Latino student, or an African American student.” Never, 

“What’s your experience as a person who identifies as white, or mostly white, or partially 
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white?” So that was intriguing.   

 

Q: What is your racial background? Are you mostly white, partially right—white, or—? 

 

Wilburn: [01:01:47] We’ll say half and half. My father’s half of the family is white, probably 

Celtic, and my mother’s side of the family is Japanese.  

 

Q: And how do, like, personally identify? How do you think of yourself? Do you think of 

yourself as a biracial person, as a Japanese American, as a white American?  

 

Wilburn: [01:02:05] When I was younger, I definitely saw myself more as a Japanese 

American racially, but over time, it’s been—it’s pretty homogenous. I just, kind of, feel 

white with like, Asian sprinkle on top or something like that.  

 

I was telling Sam the other day when I was talking with him, “I know that I am Asian, but 

it’s almost more like the size indication on the tag on my shirt.” Like I know this is a 

medium-sized shirt, but I don’t think about it the entire day. Like “I’m wearing a medium-

sized shirt,” I don’t go around thinking, “I am Asian.” It’s really more of an afterthought 

than it is something that’s [snaps] constantly in mind. 

 

Q: And do you feel more culturally white than Asian, like American Asian versus American 

white? Culturally, how do you feel?  
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Wilburn: [01:02:51] Very white. You know, I grew— 

 

Q: Can you put my question to your answer, so— 

 

Wilburn: [01:02:54] Oh, yes. Yes. Culturally, I feel that I’m pretty white. You know, 

growing up in Boise, Idaho, there’s not a huge Japanese population there. There are some. 

But I think a big part of it is there was no one there to show me the way to straddle that line 

or to be one—you know to be Asian. Everyone out there was being white. There was no one 

saying, “Oh, here’s how you be Asian in this white community.” It’s neither good nor bad, 

but I think especially of my friends who had that strong cultural connection who were either 

fully ethnic, you know, fully Korean, fully Chinese or were partially Chinese, or Japanese, or 

Korean, but had a pretty strong cultural background.  

 

I think a big part is that my parents are very—or my mother’s family was very 

Americanized, never learned to speak the language. They had, kind of, a tangential 

relationship to the culture. But there’s never any emphasis placed by my biological parents 

on being Asian, or acting Asian, or not letting—not being afraid to represent myself, I guess.  

 

Q: So, your mother is Japanese?   

 

Wilburn: [01:04:12] Yes.  
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Q: Okay. What generation American is she? When did her parents come over to the [United] 

States? 

 

Wilburn: [01:04:19] Let me think. My mother is sansei [a son or daughter of nisei parents 

who is born and educated in America and especially in the U.S.]. She’s second generation 

because my great-grandparents were both immigrants directly from Japan, then my 

grandmother was the first generation born on U.S. soil, then my mother, then myself.  

 

Q: You know, like you feel very—that you have, sort of, a particular identity when you say 

you feel very American, you feel very, like, Caucasian American or White American. Do 

you feel in a community like Cheyenne, that’s—you’re given full access to that or is there—

? Are you totally accepted into the white community here, or is—do you ever feel that how 

you feel inside is not reflected in how people perceive you or treat you? 

 

Wilburn: [01:05:12] I don’t think that my perception of my whiteness or my presentation of 

my ethnicity bars me from the community in any way. That being said, I also don’t go out of 

my way to test those waters. [Laughs] A good example, there’s a bar called Cadillac Ranch 

[Bar]. It’s a popular kind of club/bar people go. I don’t go there because I don’t want to get 

hassled. I have friends who are of Middle-Eastern descent who present as very brown and, 

you know, I’ve—one of my friends who was—he served in the U.S. Air Force was called a 

raghead. And it’s like, “Well, okay, I don’t really want to go through that.” So, there are 
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certain places I just preclude myself from. I’ve never had anyone tell me not to go there, that 

it’s unsafe, or it’s dangerous. I’m just apprehensive enough that I think, “I’m just not going 

to court that, that risk or that unpleasantness.”  

 

Q: And how does something you feel like you’re—like your family has been here for 

probably many generations longer than a lot of American families, that there are places in 

your community that you don’t feel welcome. How does that make you feel? 

 

Wilburn: [01:06:25] Let me think about that for a sec. Well, to be honest, the issue of, why 

am I not welcome or allowed in certain places has never really come up in my mind just 

because it’s always been—I don’t think I presented that outwardly as nonwhite that it 

becomes a big issue. I’ve never felt, like, I—have been obligated to go into those spaces. I 

never felt, like, my success or my wellbeing depended on gaining access to those places. So 

in a sense, you know, the question of I’ve never had to feel or think about how does being 

precluded from certain spaces or being unwelcome in certain spaces, how does that make me 

feel because I’ve never had to make myself be in that situation. 

 

Q: I want to talk a little about history because you’re—you know, as white Americans, we 

have a complicated relationship to history, right? 

 

Wilburn: [01:07:29] Yes.  
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Q: We have a set of values that we, sort of, believe that American whites represent, but also, 

we have a really complicated past with the Native Americans, to African Americans, the 

Japanese Americans. How do you feel? Do you feel that we, as white Americans, have some 

sort of, like, a responsibility to that past? Do we owe people who have been wronged by the 

policies of America, you know, the subsets of our community, something in this day and age 

whether it’s Affirmative Action or quotas or anything? Is that part of you, or that do you feel 

that? “Oh, I’m biracial. I’m outside of that paradigm.”  

 

Wilburn: [01:08:06] Yes. 

 

Q: Or do you feel like as a white American, I have some sort of relation to that paradigm? 

 

Wilburn: [01:08:11] So, the idea of a white obligation to make up for the sins of the past, at a 

superficial level, I do think that there is some sort of recognition from not white people as a 

home but from the American government, which is synonymous with white people, I 

suppose, to make up for those.  

 

A good example of this is, I remember, I was in grad school. We are reading this book—

what was that book? It’s a sociological book talking about the role of American higher 

education, specifically dealing with certain minorities and ethnicities. And I remember 

asking the question in class, “At a certain point, when are we no longer obligated to make up 

for the things that people did several centuries prior to us?” Which wasn’t something any of 
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the class expected me to say or the instructor. So, it was not—the question was not really 

addressed except for a lot of disapproving glances, so it was—very much told me, “Okay, we 

don’t ask that question because that’s not a question that people want to answer or be asked.” 

[pause] 

 

Well, let me think. I think it’s really different for someone like me being Asian because even 

though Asian people are an ethnic minority, we’re still a pretty privileged minority. People 

don’t cross the street because they see a group of Asians walking towards them. Where it’s 

very different if you’re a group of Latino students or a group of African American students, 

people are going to switch a side—switch streets if they see you coming down on them. 

That’s complicated. I’m having to do a lot of on-the-fly thinking.  

 

Q: Well, that’s why there’s no [unclear] in that—you know, the format of this conversation, 

you shouldn’t feel like you have to come back with, like, a fully formed thought [unclear]. 

 

Wilburn: [01:10:22] Yes. 

 

Q: That’s like part of this.  

 

Wilburn: Okay.  

 

Q: Yes. One of the things we do is this conversation. It’s funny, I always thought to say that 
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like—that all my projects have always been done by the things that I don’t know, and I’m 

trying to figure out if this makes sense. 

 

Wilburn: Okay. 

 

Q: It’s actually, sort of, an outgrowth of me trying to figure out, initially, how my race 

impacted my life, and that, as white people, we don’t think about that. Okay?  

 

Wilburn: [01:10:52] Yes.  

 

Q: And a simple question from a seventh grade girl five years ago, seven young students 

asked me on my white identity as like a Liberal, white American, like how does it—and start 

to sort of unpack it. Now, I just start having conversations with people about it. So, yes, I 

have no answers either is, I guess, what I’m saying. [Laughter] Do you feel that you identify 

more with white Americans, or Latino and black Americans, like some people would 

consider minorities or American minorities? Like is it— 

 

Wilburn: [01:11:28] Yes. I definitely identify more with white Americans. I remember when 

I started college as a freshman, everyone was saying, “Oh, you should join the Office of 

Multicultural Affairs or People of Color.” And I’m like, “I’m not of color. [Laughs] I should 

not go to that office.” I later learned that’s just—you know, it’s a catchall term for people 

that are nonwhites. Even knowing that, I never—and it wasn’t an a-ha moment where I 
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thought, “Oh, okay, good, I am multicultural, I can go there.” No, it was like, “Oh, okay, 

I’m—still don’t need to go there. I’m not super concerned about being multicultural or 

talking about my ethnic background.”  

 

It’s actually even funny because I remember at my undergrad institution, we had—that was 

the beginning of the influx of Asian foreign exchange students. I remember telling someone 

like, “Man, I really don’t like those Asian foreign exchange students. They’re just really 

annoying.” It was something at the gym, and the way they use the gym, and how it’s 

inconsiderate, and blah, blah, blah. Five years later, my friend says, “That’s some weird self-

hate stuff going on.” I’m like, “What do you mean?” He’s like, “You’re Asian.” I’m like, 

“Yes, I am but I’m not you know, not of the mainland Asia,” and that’s not what I meant. 

What am I trying to say? He’s like, “You’re Asian.” I’m like, “Yes, I am Asian, but I’m also 

from-this-country Asian. I’m not, you know, an alien in the United States.” Like I said, even 

though I know I’m Asian and I know what size the shirt is, I’m still identify primarily as 

white.  

 

Q: And American. 

 

Wilburn: [01:13:04] Yes.  

 

Q: And do you look like you would identify with people you had no relationship with, who 

come from another country. I think it’s kind of weird that they would think that, right?  
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Wilburn: [01:13:12] Yes.  

 

Q: I mean, yes. Do you feel like you have the ability to code-switch? Do you ever, sort of, 

like turn on the whiteness or turn on the Asianness depending on what you need to get out of 

the situation?  

 

Wilburn: [01:13:26] No. I don’t think I have the ability to code-switch. At a very superficial 

level, I can. Like I’ve messed with people, and pretended like I’m an exchange student, and 

that worked for about five minutes. When I was in China, I got the Asian person prize on 

street food as opposed to the white tourist prize. That’s as far as it goes though, as far as the 

ability to code-switch.  

 

Because a lot of the issues that affect—have affected my peers and friends in other cities that 

have a strong Asian community, or strong Asian American community, or strong minority, 

or refugee community are not issues that I’m really cognizant of or have been affected by, 

so. Even if I was brought into that space, it would be very much like being thrown to 

kindergarten for the first time and trying to figure out what’s going on here.   

 

Q: You know, with the number of years your family has been in the States, were they caught 

up in any of the Japanese internment during the World War II? Because I understand there 

were some—there’s some—there’s some internment camps for people in Wyoming? 
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Wilburn: [01:14:38] Yes. Yes. Japanese internment was—directly impacted my mother’s 

family. My great-grandparents and my grandparents were basically told, “You need to pack 

up everything you own, and we’re going to ship you off to these internment camps.” And, 

you know, some folks were lucky that they had neighbors they could rely on who say, “Hey, 

we’re going to store your stuff. Don’t worry about it.” Other families, Japanese families were 

not as lucky. You know, they were—basically had someone opportunistic come up and say, 

“Hey, I’ll buy your entire farm off you for ten bucks, farm, equipment, everything.” The 

adults of the family understood, “Well, that’s all we can do because the government has 

declared us an enemy of the States.” Whereas their children like my grandmother when 

she—I think she was seven or eight when this happened, it was very much like, “Oh, it’s a 

vacation. It’s a trip or something.”  

 

So, yes, it did directly impact my mother’s family, and there are a ton of stories about it. I 

mean, generally speaking because my mother’s side of the family is Japanese, they don’t talk 

a lot about it and when they do, it’s a very guarded conversation. My grandmother is always 

very careful to say—speak objectively about what was going on and didn’t really get upset 

about it. Or, you know, my uncles would always tell funny stories like, “Oh, yes, we’d sneak 

under the fence, go on to the river, and wash clothes, or bathe, or swim, or play, or whatever, 

then come on back.”  

 

So, they were always careful to cast in a more [unclear] ambivalent light as opposed to, you 
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know, “We’ve been wronged, our rights have been wronged.” The only time they ventured 

into that territory was when they were talking about the desire of Japanese internees, men 

specifically, to join the U.S. Army to show their loyalty. You know to enlist and to be sent to 

the European theater to serve as [snaps]—what’s the term—basically a postwar force there 

just to make sure that things stayed peaceful.  

 

There was a lot of resentment, obviously, towards the American government at that point. 

Based on what I’ve read and what I’ve been told is that there’s a lot of resentment. There’s 

also this frustration that like, “Hey, we have been born in this country. We are citizens and 

we pay taxes. Let’s do this to show you that that we’re serious about being American.”  

 

Q: Yes. It’s interesting that it’s something that’s not really talked about in your family, 

especially because that, you know, there’s—if you look at, like, the black community that 

really [unclear] internment is horrible and the local cause or anything versus the way that 

black Americans were treated. You know, it seems like it’s not—it’s not even—it’s barely 

out there in the public ether, you know? 

 

Wilburn: [01:17:35] Yes. 

 

Q: This idea that at one point, Japanese Americans who were here for generations were 

interned in our country and lost everything. Why do you think that that is not something that 

has, sort of, stayed part of the Japanese American’s psyche? Why is that something that is 
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not carried forward as either a grudge or just a sense of who we are as part of the 

community? That’s, sort of, been washed away.  

 

Wilburn: [01:18:05] Yes. I think the reason that internment of Japanese people has really 

faded from public consciousness is that the Japanese really wanted it to. It is a huge source of 

shame for Japanese families. It’s not something that they want—ever want it brought up. It’s 

something they wanted to bury as soon as possible. You know, despite how frustrated and 

angry they were, it’s very much, “We need to let this die, so we can move on, so our children 

can continue building their lives and making a better life for themselves.” Because like I 

said, it was very shameful, very embarrassing. And you know, just the East Asian culture in 

general is very much you maintain the status quo. You don’t rock the boat to the extent you 

don’t have to.  

 

Q: And so, it’s interesting, how does it—how do you—how does it make you feel, 

personally, being someone who’s half white, half Japanese? You have sort of like, you know, 

the perpetrator or the victim of the thing both living inside you. Does any of that feeling of 

shame manifest in you, or any of the guilt as being a white person manifest in you? How 

does that sit inside you? 

 

Wilburn: [01:19:21] You know, I don’t feel guilt or shame from either side of my ethnicity 

because I think I have the luxury of distance and history between me and that event. [Pauses] 

Oh, I had a formed thought, and it wandered off. Rather than shame or guilt, I just feel anger 
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at the fact that, at some point, a government decided it could do that to its citizens despite 

what hundreds—you know, tens and hundreds of years of history and founding suggest that, 

hey, you are citizens except when it’s really inconvenient for the government.  

 

And I guess since we’re unpacking it, at some level, there’s just anger. There’s not guilt, 

there’s no shame, there’s just anger in the sense that you can’t trust the government. 

Actually, now that we talk about it, I’ve seen this thought pop up before. I never actually just 

connected the two ideas. When I’ve heard white senators, white congressmen of either side 

of the aisle say, “You know, we’re about liberty,” and this, and that, it’s like, “No, you’re 

not. You’re about what’s convenient for you.” Versus when a person of color who’s in the 

Senate, or Congress, or speaking at—in those venues who’s talking, it’s like, “Okay, yes, 

you actually get it. You’re someone who’s had their liberty taken away.” And I think until 

you’ve had that experience, or you’ve had someone in your immediate family who’s had that 

experience, you don’t really understand what that means.  

 

Q: What should people know about being biracially white that they have a misconception 

about? 

 

Wilburn: Let me think. 

 

Q: That you wish you could explain to people? It was just something that you think that 

people should know.  
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Wilburn: [01:21:28] I think the thing that people need to know about being biracial is it’s 

really fucked up. It’s really confusing. Because from a young age, you’re told that you’re 

two things, and in your young mind, it’s like, “Well, that doesn’t really make sense but 

okay.” Because then based on how you present, people assume, “Oh, you are this or that, or 

you know this or that,” Or then on the other side of the coin, people assume, “Oh, because 

you look this way, you wouldn’t know anything about this, or that, or the other thing.” Yes. 

You know to be more specific like at a young age, people are like, “Oh, you’re Japanese, 

you’re Asian, so you like to eat sushi and you know karate,” and benign things.  

 

But growing older, like I remember we were at Ohio State [University] welcoming this 

group of Chinese delegates, and I’m talking to this professor about the project and all this. 

One of the Chinese students from Ohio State walks up and says, “Would you like me to 

translate,” and the professor was, “Oh, no, that’s fine,” and then puts a hand on my shoulder, 

“This young man will translate for us.” I remember looking at him and having to—like 

verbally back and be like, “Hold on, no. I just put this together. I have no idea what language 

they’re speaking.” And it’s odd because it’s only a long time after that event that I get upset 

about it, but it’s mostly humorous. Like in my mind, it’s mostly kind of a funny moment. 

Like, “Oh, isn’t that silly? He thought I was someone who is bilingual or trilingual.” I’m 

getting away from the point of the question.  

 

Q: Well, I think, your answer was really—like to me, it was really interesting that you’re 
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really direct about it. You said that, “People have to understand that being biracial is really 

fucked up.”   

 

Wilburn: [01:23:10] Oh, that’s right. [snaps] Yes. 

 

Q: There are, sort of, like two narratives that I think about when I think of biracial. One is 

that’s sort of saying what a complicated identity to navigate. But also, I think for my kids 

who are, you know, younger than you, but that are teenagers, there’s, kind of, like that being 

a multitude of things is almost like—even though they’re not, they’re white kids –– is kind 

of something that they feel is has real value. They feel like that being that mixed up, and they 

always say, “Well, you know?” It’s sort of the cliché thing of like biracial people are always 

the most beautiful people in some ways. 

 

But there’s like this aspiration towards this sort of thing that is more complex. And I know 

with my own kids is I mean like being really confused about what it means to be white, that 

it feels almost shameful in the current—you know, could go out there and grow up in a 

progressive family in this current, political climate, and, sort of this, idea that you could have 

access. We had someone to sit here recently who is like, “I wish I had something else in me 

because I feel sort of bland [phonetic] with this bland canvas.” So, I feel like there are these 

two different narratives.  

 

Wilburn: [01:24:30] Yes. Yes, and that, you know, on the top of you being biracial, there 
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is—I’ve been pretty lucky because while I do see myself primarily as white, I’ve never 

thought of myself as vanilla white. Like I said, it’s like white with like sprinkles on top or 

Asian sprinkles on top.  

 

You know, I say being biracial is fucked up, but I think I’ve also been really lucky because I 

don’t have a strong pull in either [makes gesture] direction culturally. It’s actually a fact. I 

did a study on being biracial in grad school. One of the students I talked to, she is Filipina. 

Her mom is Filipina. Her dad is white. And some of the stories she’s told me, and some of 

the stories she’s told me since we graduated, it’s been like, “Wow, your life is—being 

biracial for you is really fucked up.” Because she’ll go back home and culturally, you know, 

it’s like, “Oh, you’re Filipina, you’re educated, you should get a job, or you stop going to 

school. You’re going to be too smart to get a husband.” So, a lot of the expectations that are 

put on her by her immediate family in the Philippines is very weird, and it goes counter to 

how she’s been raised and educated. But at the same time, for her, it’s also weird because 

she’s—let me think. Oh, no, Grace was born in the Philippines. No, was she born in the 

States? Like she was born in the States but because she’s had that strong cultural tie in both 

directions, it gets really confusing at times really. It’s really messy.  

 

Q: And do you have siblings? 

 

Wilburn: [01:26:03] I do, yes. I have a younger sister.  
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Q: Does she feel the same way? Has her experience been the same or she has a different 

relationship to her biracial—?  

 

Wilburn: [01:26:13] I’m willing to bet my sister’s experience has been radically different 

than mine because she presents more—I think she presents more Asian than I do. She looks 

more Asian, but she has brown hair. She looks a little confusing. But for her, I think she’s 

also gravitated a little more towards the culture because she has been involved in kendo [a 

Japanese sport of fencing usually with bamboo swords] for a while. So I think for her, it’s 

more—something that’s more present in her mind or something that’s more interesting to her 

than it has been for myself.  

 

Q: So, yes. In the context of a conversation like this, you’re thinking of coming to talk about 

it? 

 

Wilburn: [01:26:52] Yes. 

 

Q: Was there anything that you were thinking in fact, this is—I really want to talk about this 

piece of it –– that this is something I think is important to be said in the context of the 

conversation about whiteness? 

 

Wilburn: [01:27:04] Yes. I think something that’s important for people to keep in mind is 

that the idea of whiteness is not the idea of blandness, or emptiness, or a lack thereof. But it’s 
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an idea that—of cultural dominance. Because if you look in the white culture as examples of 

white on white, repression or prejudice are everywhere. I mean, [snaps] you know when the 

wave of Italian immigrants came over, they were referred to as WOPs, without papers. So, 

like, prejudice is not reserved just for people of a different skin color, although it seems to 

manifest more violently that way, both physically and metaphysically. I don’t think people 

should think of it as, “Okay, whites are prejudiced, or they aren’t prejudiced, or they’re a 

lack of something.” No, it’s that there’s a depth of white culture if you’re willing to look into 

it. But it’s really easy just to say, “Okay, you’re white, you contribute nothing to the 

conversation,” or it’s easy to say, “You’re white, you don’t get it.” I mean just look at the 

Holocaust. Plenty of white on white prejudice there, but for predominantly religious reasons 

as opposed to—well religious and cultural reasons as opposed to, like, obvious differences in 

the skin tone or ethnicity. 

 

Q: Is there a white culture? 

 

Wilburn: [01:28:32] Is there a white culture.  

 

Q: Sort of a unifying white American culture? Because when you say you identify as white, 

what is that? Not my Asian side. What are identifying then? 

 

Wilburn: [01:28:53] That’s a good question. [Pauses] Well, let’s see. Let’s start to unpack 

this a little bit. I guess the most obvious analogue to white culture would just be American 
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culture or being American—the ideas of liberty, freedom, the constitution, the Bill of Rights, 

et cetera, et cetera. At least for this country that seems pretty [unclear] of white culture.  

 

For some reason, I keep thinking of Kevin [P.] Smith and Mallrats when I think of white 

culture. Actually, you know, that’s exactly where it goes. I remember when I first moved to 

Cheyenne, my immediate thought was, “Jesus Christ, this is just Americana” because it’s 

chain restaurant foods, it’s malls, it’s strip malls, it’s not a lot of local business, a lot of 

driving everywhere, a lot of aversion to discomfort or to distress. By that I mean people go 

out of their way to make themselves comfortable. Like, you know, having your AC [air-

conditioner] on a seventy-degree day versus just having your windows open. Superficial 

stuff, but you see so much where you’re like, [makes gesture] “Okay, that’s indicative of a 

larger trend.”  

 

So I guess, while I’m rambling, you know, white culture seems to me to be very much 

consumerism, capitalist tendencies, and this idea of, not how do I get mine, but—I don’t 

know. I’m going off on a tangent again.  

 

[INTERRUPTION] 

 

Q: Now, I don’t think you’re going off on a tangent, because I would also argue in some 

ways that one of the reasons we came here to Wyoming is because it’s so, so white.  
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Wilburn: [01:30:59] Yes. 

 

Q: It’s so predominantly white, and there’s also this narrative. It’s very much like one of the 

strands of the American—of the fabric of the American narrative, which is the cowboy, the 

west, manifest destiny, like the rugged individuals out in the range, the Marlboro man and 

his trusty companion, the earl horse, or like a [unclear] how they’re doing [phonetic]. 

[Laughter] So when you say it—when you say come out there, and what you see—what 

you’re describing is not that at all. You’re describing something that is very identifiable as 

things that exist in a lot of American cultures, whether it’s like the deep-fried southern thing, 

or Upstate New York thing, or California thing, and also then Wyoming thing. So, that 

[laughs] maybe like Ruby Tuesdays is like the unifying theory. You use these menus as the 

unifying theory of like American whiteness. 

 

Wilburn: [01:31:51] Oh, that’s so depressing. [Laughs] That’s so grim [laughs] when you 

take our entire culture, encapsulate it into this fried onion, or that blooming onion, or 

whatever the hell it is. Oh, that’s depressing. I guess I kind of talk myself into thinking about 

white culture as something that is a negative or an other almost. I don’t know. It’s really hard 

not to think of it that way because it is—it does tend to be downplayed. Whiteness does seem 

to be downplayed. You know, you’ve got stuff and book—you’ve got popular cultural 

references like the books or the website, you know, stuff white people like. On the other 

hand, you have the idea of the rugged westerner, but even that I feel like is limited to a 

certain region of America as opposed to the entirety of it.  
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Q: But you also have the idea of like a southern whiteness. 

 

Wilburn: [01:32:55] Yes. 

 

Q: And you have also that idea of the California whiteness, that idea of like a New York-ish 

whiteness, or like a Yankee whiteness. So, there are different manifestations, but there are—

but I always wonder, what is that? What pulls us together? What are the commonalities that 

you and I have as white men? What, sort of, connects us and it’s—you know, is it like a 

culture? Is it a worldview? Is it the way we can pass through the world in a certain way and 

engage the world in a certain way? I don’t know. As I said before, I mean I’m asking a lot of 

questions, and I don’t have a lot of answers.  

 

Wilburn: [01:33:32] Yes. [Laughs] 

 

Q: And that’s what this project is up to do, is trying to, sort of—you know, is understanding 

that.  

 

Wilburn: [01:33:41] Yes. And I hate not knowing. Hence the long rambling answer as I’m 

trying to find the answer somewhere in there. [Laughs] 
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Q: I feel like the answer is always another question. 

 

Wilburn: [01:33:51] That’s true. 

 

Q: Yes. But so— 

 

Wilburn: [01:33:53] That’s true. I guess to go back to the original question, you know, what 

is the unifying factor? What is the single thread in white culture? It’s the idea that you 

mentioned that—or the idea that white people have the ability to move through and present 

to the rest of the world in a certain way, or with certain assumptions tied to them, or the 

absence of other assumptions.  

 

A good example being if you see a white—you know, let’s just do something really, really 

simple. In the service level, if you see a white guy walk into—if I’m a server in a restaurant, 

I see a white guy walk in my restaurant, my first thought is, “Okay, he’s going to speak 

English.” If he happens to be a German tourist, and he starts speaking to me in German or 

very bad English, I’m going to [makes sound] mind blown. Whereas if it’s you know, 

somebody who comes in and presents as Hispanic or Asian, my initial thought is, “I wonder 

if they speak English? Is this going to be a hard table to turn? Am I going to get tipped 

well?” And lo and behold, maybe they do or don’t speak good English. But that [snaps] 

kneejerk, implicit assumption, that’s what’s lacking there is if you present as white, it’s 

assumed that you know the rules of the game and you know how to go about things. Whereas 
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if you’re not, there’s always questions of, “Okay, how do I actually address, or what’s 

different about this person?”  

 

Q: Going off the question sheet, like when I interview biracial people with, like, what’s the 

most fucked up thing that—[laughter]  

 

Wilburn: [01:35:24] [Laughs] Oh, God. I wish I could bring my friend Kristen, [phonetic] so 

she could just go off because she’s got—like every day on Facebook or Instagram, it’s like 

some new, weird, fucked-up story. It’s like, “Man, man, you just get yourself into weird, 

fucking situations, Kris, all the time.” And she’s female on top of that so then there’s a whole 

another layer of like, “Oh, this is even more fucked up.”  

 

Q: So, here’s a question for you, okay?  

 

Wilburn: [01:35:49] Yes. 

 

Q: Do you think being Asian, or being white, or being male has had a bigger—the biggest 

impact in your life?  

 

Wilburn: [01:36:00] Being white for sure.  
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Q: And can you put my question in the answer? 

 

Wilburn: [01:36:04] Oh, yes. I think the thing that’s had the biggest—so if we look at my 

predominant identities, it’s male, Asian, white, being white is—by and far, had the biggest 

impact. Because it dictates what people expect of me. It dictates how people behave around 

me. It really dictates how my students behave around me. Because especially my Latino and 

African American students behave around me very differently than they do with their peers 

or with people of their own race.  

 

I think about that a lot, actually, as being white or presenting as white has made—definitely 

made life easier. And not in ways that I could explain, but I think—I make that assumption 

based off my own observation of implicit bias or explicit bias and thinking to myself, “Yes, 

that process went way better for that person. I wonder why that is?” And looking back in my 

own just dumb luck and being like, “Oh, that’s—you know, I wonder how much of that just 

correlates to my own preparedness, or dumb luck,” or if it’s like, “Okay, he’s white, he’s 

probably not going to fuck this up.”  

 

Q: If you could choose, would you say, “I wish I had been born fully white, I wish I had 

been more—born fully Japanese, or I’m happy that I’m more of a combination”? Could you 

just— 

 

Wilburn: [01:37:43] I’m wondering how life would be different if I had been born a hundred 
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percent a certain ethnicity. At this point in my life right now at age thirty and being where 

I’m at, I would say I wish I had been born fully Japanese, just because I think that would 

bring in a lot of cultural insights and complexity. I think it would be really valuable. And I 

don’t think that being born Asian would really disadvantage me a ton just based on where I 

grew up, the experiences I’ve had. Yes, I don’t think it would have set me back very much at 

all to be born totally Japanese.  

 

I also wish I could have passed my second-year Japanese class with a better grade because 

that would have helped. And especially if I was born in a place like Seattle, or the West 

Coast, like on the coast, like the West Coast, California, and the East Coast, like anywhere 

along the coast. It would have been a nonevent just because there’s such a strong Asian 

community on the coast that it would be very easy just to, kind of, move into those 

communities, be a part of it.  

 

Q: And is that because you don’t want to be connected to white culture? Was it that would 

say like, “Yes, yes, I’d rather be a hundred percent Japanese?” What is it about that that you 

would—? 

 

Wilburn: [01:39:03] I’m not sure what drives that decision. I think it is this idea of being a 

hundred percent cultured instead of look—instead of being only half cultured. Because my 

initial reaction, I was going to say, “It would just be cooler to be fully Japanese,” and then 

that implies that to not be fully Japanese is not cool. I think part of it, too, is there’s this idea 
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of it’s not limited to white people—this idea of just what is the status quo, what is normal, 

what does it take to get by and blend in?  

 

Because I’ve got a buddy in California who is—he’s also biracial. He is Latino and white, 

but he presents as very white. Looking at him, you would not know that he is Latino, and he 

speaks a pretty good amount of Spanish. But for him, it was always a problem being biracial 

because he fit in the white communities too well. He was too normal. He hated it. But he 

didn’t fit into the Hispanic communities at all because he did not present as Hispanic. So, he 

was, kind of, stuck in the middle of what he wanted and couldn’t have, and what he had and 

didn’t want.  

 

Whereas for me based on my answer, you know, this is—it’s something I have wanted. It’s 

like, “Oh, yes, I want to be totally Japanese, and know the language, and go over there, and 

hang out with the distant family I have in Japan, and just fit in.” It’s something that I’ve 

wanted but never really pursued, honestly, because there have been opportunities. There’s a 

Japanese American Citizens League with a branch in Idaho. I’ve got tons of Japanese family 

like in that valley because it’s an agricultural valley. So, it’s always been present but not 

something I really pursued. 

 

Q: Do you think that you’ll stay in Wyoming? Do you feel part of this community, and you 

want to stay here?  
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Wilburn: [01:41:07] No part of me wants to stay in Wyoming. Actually, that’s not true. 

That’s a lie. Most of me doesn’t want to stay in Wyoming. There is a part of me that loves 

the state of Wyoming, and the access to natural resources and recreation, and just the beauty 

of the state. But I really fucking hate some of the people here. There have been some days 

where I want to just get out of my car and just start fighting everyone I see on the streets 

because they are so fucked up in their thinking.  

 

Q: [Laughs] It’s like too— 

 

Wilburn: [01:41:44] It got really dark really fast, didn’t it? [Laughs] 

 

Q: It got kind of—this got—I’ve got to go just a little bit like— 

 

Wilburn: [01:41:49] Go for it. Go for it.  

 

Q: Just a little bit like what is it about? You know, what makes is it about Wyomingites that 

makes you want to beat their ass? [Laughs] 

 

Wilburn: [01:41:58] You know, the thing that frustrates me about a lot of Wyomingites is it’s 

this willful ignorance, this willful deference. The thing that drives me nuts about the state is 

people—is like, “Okay, this is how it is, we’re content, that’s great. It’s good.” It’s like, “No, 

you need to be better than that. You need to be pushing it. You need to be asking more of the 
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people you vote into office or the people around you.”  

 

You know, there’s this––Cheyenne’s a weird place. Essentially, there are two types of people 

I’ve seen here—those that want to be here and those that have no other choice but to be here. 

There’s no middle ground. There’s no middle ground and people are like, “Yes, it’s good 

enough. We can make do.” It’s always people who are like, “Yes, I love Cheyenne, I love 

this lifestyle or I just—I love wind, I’m going to stay here.” There’s the people who are like, 

“Yes, fuck this place, but I can’t leave. I can’t afford to.” 

 

Q: Good. Do you have any questions, Garrett? Well, this is a really interesting conversation. 

I really appreciate that you come in and spend time with us. We’re going to take a few stills 

of you now, so— 

 

Wilburn: Okay. 

 

Q: Just relax and—your face, and look at me for a minute. This is the hardest part of the 

interview. 

 

Wilburn: [Laughs] 

 

Q: Just look. Like relax your face and just look into—look into me.  
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[END OF INTERVIEW]  


