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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Interviewee Sawyer 

Wilkins conducted by Whitney Dow on January 26, 2018. This interview is part of the Study on 

White People.  

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

spoken word, rather than written prose. 



 

 

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

 

Wilkins: [14:05:22] My name is Sawyer. I’m sort of from everywhere. I was an VTL brat, so 

we’ve lived a lot of places. But, I’ve been in Richmond for the past couple of years. 

 

Q: What were some of the places that you lived in growing up? 

 

Wilkins: [14:05:35] Mostly in the southeast. So, I’ve been through Georgia, Virginia, Tennessee, 

Kentucky. I think Texas is the farthest west we’ve been. And, I think Ohio is the farthest north 

I’ve been. 

 

Q: And so, do you think of yourself as like a Northerner, or a Southerner, a citizen of the world? 

Do you identify with a particular region of the United States? 

 

Wilkins: [14:05:59] I can recognize that my upbringing is mostly southern. My mother is from 

Louisiana. My father is from North Carolina. But a lot of my friends are from the North. I’ve 

spent a decent bit of time in the North. So, I’m not really tied to a southern identity. 

 

Q: And how did you hear about this project? How did you end up in this chair? 
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Wilkins: [14:06:27] I just happened to be in a coffee shop when someone from the project found 

that they had a space open. So, we literally accidentally shook hands because he thought that I 

was the participant he was looking for. 

 

Q: Let’s go back to your growing up. So, when you were in this sort of moving around, growing 

up as a self-described army brat, what were some of the communities like that you grew up in? 

Was it on army bases? Was it in communities and you were moving from different public 

schools? What were the communities like that you grew up in?  

 

Wilkins: [14:07:08] Some of the communities I grew up in were on a military base. But for the 

most part we lived off base. So, I moved schools pretty often. I got pretty used to making friends 

quickly because they didn’t really last. Most of the communities we lived at off-base were—I’m 

not sure how I’d describe them—were pretty different. 

 

Q: And what about in your family? Was race something that was discussed? Was it something 

that wasn’t an issue? Did you think about race when you were a kid? 

 

Wilkins: [14:07:47] When I was a kid, it didn’t come up too often. Race wasn’t something that 

we discussed in my household often. But there were a few incidences that I can recall where it 

came up in a small way. But it wasn’t a big thing. 
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Q: And was that because the communities that you were living in, or the schools, were mostly 

homogenized? They were mostly white? Or is it just not something that you guys thought about? 

 

Wilkins: [14:08:20] I think most of the communities I grew up in were mostly white. 

 

Q: Can you remember the time or a moment when you first became aware of your own race? 

 

Wilkins: [14:08:46] I’m sure there was a moment when I became aware of my own race. But I 

really can’t say when it was. It’s not something I think about day to day. 

 

Q: So, how often would you say you think about your own race? 

 

Wilkins: [14:09:03] Since starting college, I think about my own race a little bit more in the 

context of other people’s struggles. But prior to that, it wasn’t something that affected me day to 

day. So, I didn’t have to think about it. 

 

Q: So, when you say it didn’t affect you day to day, do you feel like your race has had an impact 

on your life at all? 

 

Wilkins: [14:09:25] If my race has an impact on my life, I don’t notice. I can probably guess 

that, being white, it’s affected me positively in the opportunities I’ve had and things like that. 

But I don’t tend to ask myself when something happens or doesn’t if it has to do with my race. 
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Q: Can you describe a situation where you became very aware of your race, other than this 

interview? 

 

Wilkins: [14:10:21] After I graduated high school I moved down to Chattanooga, Tennessee. I 

graduated high school in Virginia. And, I moved there to live with a relative and go to college 

there. And I started working a part-time job at a restaurant where most of the employees were 

black. And I came across a few cultural differences, and mainly just had trouble communicating 

with people because we had different dialects. But I think that’s the only time that I’ve really 

noticed. 

 

Q: And when you say cultural differences, can you give me an example? 

 

Wilkins: [14:11:00] Some of the things that we differed on were, I could be a lot more trusting of 

people that I had just met. I had never really thought of that as something that had to do with my 

upbringing or my culture. But they were really surprised at the way that I would assume the best 

of people, probably because they had had more bad interactions than I have. 

 

Q: If you were going to describe you to someone, what would be the hierarchy of your identity? 

How would you describe yourself to someone? 

 

Wilkins: [14:11:37] I think it depends on the context. How I would describe myself to someone. 

Could you give an example? 
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Q: Like, if you said, you know, me, I’m a father. I’m a filmmaker. I’m male. I’m white. I’m an 

atheist. I’m thinking about those sort of examples of things I think about myself. But can you 

give me that list but in the things that are sort of from most important to least important, like the 

top five? 

 

Wilkins: [14:12:12] I think it’s difficult for me to give a hierarchy of my identity because some 

of the parts that I think about most from day to day I don’t tend to mention to other people. I 

have three or four closets that I put myself in. So, I don’t tend to list off how I identify to 

everyone. 

 

Q: And will you talk about those with us? Do you feel comfortable talking about what those are 

or not? 

 

Wilkins: [14:12:44] I mean, I can change it later if I change my mind. 

 

Q: Yes, you can run a line through it, yes. 

 

Wilkins: [14:12:55] I identify as a transgender, polyamorous, pansexual male. So, that’s quite a 

mouthful and usually involves some defining for people. Religiously, I’m pretty agnostic. And 

my family comes from five or six different religions just within the nuclear family. So, I attended 

a Unitarian church for a little while. But I don’t tend to identify as a Unitarian. So, it’s kind of all 

over the place. So, after that list, then I guess I can notice that I’m white. 
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Q: That’s really interesting, because it sounds like that’s a complex identity, right? A 

transgender, polyamorous—what was the third? 

 

Wilkins: [14:14:01] Pansexual. 

 

Q: Pansexual male, so clearly because you’ve thought—that’s a really complex identity. And 

you’ve thought a lot about it. Why do you think that when you say those things that you don’t 

put white male in front of that? Is being white not part of that complex identity? 

 

Wilkins: [14:14:30] I think over the years I’ve started to distance myself a little bit from the 

white part of my identity, because I’m close to a lot of people who interact with the day-to-day 

life with other identities. So, my roommate, who is one of the closest people to me right now—I 

see him every day, obviously—is multiracial. And he’s talked to me a lot about navigating that 

space. I’m aware that I’m white. But I tend to think more about other people now. 

 

Q: When you say you’re white, what is it that makes someone white? 

 

Wilkins: [14:15:36] I don’t think there’s any definition of whiteness that fits all intents and 

purposes. I think that whether or not someone is white-passing affects how people interact with 

them. But it doesn’t necessarily define the culture that they’ve been brought up in or the cultural 

capital they bring into a situation. So, sometimes no matter what someone identifies as, people 

will treat them how they see them. 
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Q: Do you feel that you’ve gotten any benefits that you can identify because you’re white? 

 

Wilkins: [14:16:21] I think that the easiest benefits to identify from being white that I’ve 

experienced would be things that happened long before I was born. The fact that my father is an 

able-bodied white man who was able to get into the military and rise through the ranks, you 

know, by working hard but by getting there had a big impact on how I was growing up, because 

we always had health insurance. We always had stable housing and income. I don’t think that I 

see being white changing how people interact with me day to day. But I’ve never had to see that. 

It’s pretty easy for me to move through life without thinking about whether or not it’s affecting 

me. And I don’t know if I can speak to whether or not it changes how people interact with me or 

not. 

 

Q: Are you happy you’re white? 

 

Wilkins: [14:17:30] It kind of feels like being a sore winner to say yes. I am happy being white. I 

don’t know if I’m specifically happy that I’m white. 

 

Q: Are you attached to your whiteness? Would you voluntarily give it up? 

 

Wilkins: [14:18:00] I don’t think I’ve ever thought about that question before. I don’t think I 

would give up being comfortable in my own culture. So, if there were a way for me to give up 

being white in a way that’s total, that I was born another way and I never knew what I have, I 
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would be comfortable with that. But I don’t think I would feel comfortable giving up being white 

if it meant that I was suddenly a stranger in my own interactions. 

 

Q: That’s fair. You’ve said that you sort of think of yourself—that you’re a southeastern 

American. When we think about this country and we think about the narrative of the South, 

obviously there’s a lot of conversations around the Confederacy now, with the monuments and 

everything. Do you feel a connection to southern culture? Do you feel like you’re a part of 

southern culture? And, I guess, the immediate culture, without talking about the past, do you feel 

like a southerner, like a proud southerner? 

 

Wilkins: [14:19:24] I feel pretty comfortable when I’m in spaces with other people who identify 

as proud southerners. I don’t tend to bring that up or live my life that way. But it doesn’t offend 

me on its own. 

 

Q: And what about the sort of past, the South’s past? I think there’s a variety of different 

narratives around the South’s past. Some are very proud of it. Some criticize it. Do you feel like 

you have some relationship to that narrative of the South? 

 

Wilkins: [14:20:01] I feel like if I come up on an opportunity to bring up the differences in how 

people from the South look at things, especially when I’m interacting with people who aren’t 

from my region of the United States or not even from the United States, I can bring something to 

that conversation because of my experiences. So in that way, I feel like I have some power over 

how people from the South are understood. I don’t feel like I can speak for everyone, though. 
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Q: Do you feel like people from the South, or white people from the South, are misunderstood or 

judged? 

 

Wilkins: [14:20:42] I think that being part of any group means that people are going to think that 

they can define all members of that group within a specific range of categories. But I don’t know 

if I would say that people, specifically white southerners, are discriminated against in any 

fashion. And I think that any judgment on them should ideally be on a person-to-person basis. If 

you see someone doing something you don’t like, you can dislike that person. But you shouldn’t 

necessarily dislike the group that you put them in. 

 

Q: Also thinking about that history, because of America’s history of institutionalized racism—

slavery, segregation, Jim Crow laws—do we as white Americans in 2018 owe black people 

something? 

 

Wilkins: [14:21:39] I think as white Americans in 2018 we owe black people a chance. Whether 

they need any extra help getting there and taking that chance depends on what they’re asking for. 

And I think we should consider it. I think we should listen to what people need, keep an open 

mind. 

 

Q: So I mean, you went to school and everything. Affirmative action, this idea of giving people 

of color special accommodations for getting into institutions, do you think that’s fair? 
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Wilkins: [14:22:17] I think that affirmative action was historically necessary. I don’t know if the 

degree to which it’s practiced today is still necessary. But I’m also not well-read enough on the 

statistics of how that’s going to give any real comment. 

 

Q: How old are you? 

 

Wilkins: [14:22:36] Twenty-four. 

 

Q: Do you feel that your generation thinks about race differently than other generations? 

 

Wilkins: [14:22:48] I think my generation is trying a lot harder to put ourselves in the shoes of 

other people of other races than previous generations have. I think that that can be isolating at 

times, though, because though we’re trying to empathize with others, we’re not very aware of 

ourselves. And we don’t tend to come together in a collective way as much as previous 

generations. I also don’t feel like we have as big of battles today. I feel like a lot of things we’re 

fighting for are disorganized. So, there’s not a lot of unity. 

 

Q: And if you’re being in Richmond, obviously the Monument Avenue, and there’s a lot of 

discussion about that. Do you have any feelings about this ongoing discussion about whether the 

monument should stay up or come down? Or is it something you think about? 

 

Wilkins: [14:23:41] I think that the history behind the monuments on Monument Avenue that 

I’ve been told is pretty abhorrent. If they were really constructed after a period when the Civil 
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War was no longer a matter of political debate, there’s really no point in keeping them up. We’re 

giving credence to a politician who decided to give African-Americans in our country the middle 

finger. That shouldn’t be allowed. I’d like to know what they would like to put up in their place, 

though. I think I’ve heard some people say that we should tear down the Civil War monuments 

and replace them with prominent African-American figures. And I think that’s a cool idea. But I 

don’t know who we would like to put up. And I feel like there’s a lot more questions to ask there. 

 

Q: And I know this is like—and again, I’m not expecting you to be an expert on something. I’m 

just looking for your opinions and thoughts. So, some of the questions may sound like, oh. You 

know, if you look at the data, the relationship between the black Americans and white 

Americans, it’s pretty significant income level, net worth, education level, health outcomes, 

advanced degrees, employment, all these things. And there’s a big gap. And even though you see 

Latinos and Asians, that that gap has been getting narrower, that gap has not closed between 

black and white Americans. Black Americans have come up. But also, whites have come up. So, 

the gap has stayed constant. In your opinion, why do you think it’s so hard for black Americans 

to close the gap in sort of the quality-of-life outcomes that just seems to be intractable? 

 

Wilkins: [14:25:51] I think that the problems African-Americans face in closing that gap 

between their quality of life and that of white Americans has causes on both sides. And I think 

they’re both pretty firmly rooted in psychology. Perceptions of African-Americans haven’t 

changed as quickly as we would like them to, as the opportunities that they have have increased. 

So, people are still interacting with African-Americans as if they shouldn’t be allowed to move 

up or as if they can’t. I also think that, to some degree, African-Americans go through life with 
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the same notions, that they shouldn’t be able to move up, or that they can’t because of where 

they come from or the color of their skin. And I honestly don’t have a solution for how people 

can move past that. 

 

Q: I was hoping that you’d have a solution. I want to come back to your complex identity. Again, 

I’m curious as to someone who’s really thought deeply about identity, clearly, from our 

conversation, trying to navigate it, that being white isn’t part of that piece. 

 

Wilkins: [14:27:38] I think early on, for whatever reason, I decided that being white would 

socially hold me back. So, I try to not think too hard on that part of my identity because it puts 

me in a place where I think that there are people that I can’t talk to, or ways that I can’t interact, 

because we have different cultures. So, as I’ve gotten older I’ve found ways to break down that 

wall and realize that I can be the only white person in the room and be okay with that, and not 

feel like I’m being criticized or judged in any way. But that’s fallen to the bottom of my identity 

totem pole because it’s something that I try to avoid thinking about. 

 

Q: That’s so interesting, that you think that being white would socially hold you back. Can you 

expound on that a little bit? Do you think people will project things on you? Or, how would it 

hold you back? 

 

Wilkins: [14:28:49] I think seeing myself as white in a social situation, I’m afraid that things I do 

may come off as too aggressive, too privileged or just too egotistical. Flaws that I generally 
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associate with myself personally and don’t attribute to my race I’m afraid will confirm a 

stereotype for someone else. 

 

Q: Do you ever feel misunderstood as a white person? Are there things that people who aren’t 

white misunderstand about us? 

 

Wilkins: [14:29:54] I want to believe that if someone seems to misunderstand something about 

white people in general, they’re correct about someone. I want to think that that notion came 

from an interaction, and it turned into a generalization. And it didn’t just appear out of thin air. 

So, I can’t say that I feel white people in general are misunderstood, or that I as a white person 

am misunderstood. I think that if someone comes into an interaction with preconceived notions, 

then they might be wrong. 

 

Q: Why did you agree to do this interview? You just met some random guy in a café in 

Richmond. What was it that, when he explained to you what we were up to, made you interested 

in having this conversation? 

 

Wilkins: [14:30:45] I didn’t give too much thought to why I was getting involved in this 

interview. When I ran into the person who was working on it, and he explained what you were 

doing, I didn’t see any issue with it. So, I just kind of went along. I didn’t have anything else to 

do today. And it just seemed like something that would be nice to get involved in. 
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Q: And, how has this conversation been so far? Has it been uncomfortable, awkward, interesting, 

things you’ve thought about before, haven’t thought about before? 

 

Wilkins: [14:31:21] In this conversation I’ve come up with a few things that I haven’t thought 

about before. But going to an urban college with a pretty diverse population, a lot of these things 

I have thought about before, either in a classroom or in conversations with different people. 

 

Q: Do you feel like over the period of this actual—do you think it’s individual to you? Or do you 

think that this conversation is something that’s changed over the last five or ten years? Like, 

thinking back when you were in high school, and maybe it’s just because it’s your own personal 

journey on your own identity and the type of relationships you have, but do you think that it’s 

different now than it was when you were in high school? 

 

Wilkins: [14:32:13] When I was in high school, I didn’t think too much about my identity or my 

race in any aspect. I might have been a little more focused about discovering my sexual 

orientation, my gender identity, things that were prominent in my mind as how I should fit into 

the world. I think all of us are trying to figure that out in high school. But after coming to 

college, for one, my identity was a little more solid when I got into college than when I was in 

high school. And for two, I came across a lot more direct challenges to my identity, whereas in 

high school I was kind of figuring it out on my own almost in a vacuum, aside from working 

with my peers. And in college, a lot of the questions that come up, like I said, in a classroom or 

in a conversation, are much more—I don’t want to say invasive, but really direct. People want to 
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know exactly who you are and how you define that. And if you’ve never thought about it before, 

you have to in that moment. 

 

Q: I’m not sure if I asked you this question. Do you think that being male or being white has had 

a bigger impact on your life? 

 

Wilkins: [14:33:34] I think that in my case specifically being white has had a bigger impact on 

my life, because being male has been rather recent, in other peoples’ perception. I’m aware that I 

was still brought up to behave like a female person. So, that is going to affect how people 

interact with me for the rest of my life. And I have always seen myself as male but didn’t really 

have to think about it as much until I started living as a male. So, being white has sort of been 

that constant. 

 

Q: And was there a time in your life when you publicly identified as female and people treated 

you as female? 

 

Wilkins: [14:34:27] There was a short window in my life. In the grand scheme of things, I’ve 

spent less time identifying as female than as male because when I was younger I didn’t have to 

think about it. Through most of elementary school, my perception and that dissonance with the 

reality of how people perceive me didn’t really come up much for me. Kids are allowed to run 

around and act like whatever they want to, for the most part. From about the age of ten or eleven 

to when I was fourteen or fifteen, I was in a—well, for one, puberty got in the way of some 

things. But for two, I was coming up against a lot more very gendered interactions. There’s kind 
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of a gender split when you hit middle school and, you know, the girls go to one side, and the 

boys go to the other. And each talk about whatever girls or boys talk about. And, I hadn’t really 

seen that in elementary school, so I didn’t have to think about it too much. 

 

Q: And so, it sounds like you transitioned pretty early. I was wondering if you felt that people 

treated you differently as a white male versus as when they saw you as a white female. 

 

Wilkins: [14:35:52] I’ve seen a lot of ways that people have treated me differently depending on 

how they perceived my gender. I don’t like to talk too much about white privilege specifically in 

those words. I think that that tends to look like a one-sided issue. And there’s a lot more 

dimension to it. But I’ve seen people take my word more seriously if they perceive me as a man 

than if they perceive me as a woman. People just kind of assume that I know what I’m talking 

about, which I personally tend to talk like I know what I’m talking about, whether I do or don’t. 

I’ve been working on that a little bit. But I speak with a lot of confidence. And when I was 

perceived as female, people would either disregard that or question it, whereas when I’m 

perceived as male, people go along with it. They assume that if I think I know what I’m talking 

about, then I must be right. 

 

Q: Maybe the question that I should have asked is that, do you feel that—because you have this 

unique perspective where you’ve been on both sides. Do you feel that gender or race has a bigger 

impact on one’s life? 
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Wilkins: [14:37:21] I have to give a qualified answer to this question. I think that gender has had 

a bigger impact on my life because I’m white. So, if I were born a different race, then that race 

would have affected how I interact with people and how people interact with me and what 

opportunities I have a lot more, whereas being white, in some areas, in some arenas, I have a 

pass. So, gender has a chance to come up and be more of a playing factor in what opportunities I 

come into and how people treat me. 

 

Q: But isn’t that something then that’s affecting your life? Getting a pass is an impact. 

Something not happening can sometimes have a much bigger impact than something happening. 

I don’t know if I’m being clear. But I think one of the things about being a white person is that—

that I’ve been thinking a lot about trying to get at with the project—is that things that don’t 

happen are active forces in your life, you know what I’m saying? So that your race and spaces 

that are homogenous are as racialized as spaces that are multicultural. So, if I’m in an all-white 

space, the three of us sitting here, this is as racialized an environment as if we were three 

different races sitting here, you know what I’m saying? 

 

And so, I guess it’s interesting that you have had both of these experiences and could see that, 

that it would have been a fundamentally different experience being, let’s say, a black woman and 

then becoming a black man, that you actually created space for you to make that. That’s what 

you’re saying, right? That it gave you some freedom by not having that other complex racial 

identity or more visible racial identity in many situations, that you were able to then navigate the 

gender track? 
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Wilkins: [14:39:51] I might have been unclear. I still think that my gender identity would have 

been a complex factor if my race had been different. I think that it might not have been the high 

point of my experience of prejudice. I think that—I hate to use big words to define things 

because I know it’s not really accessible for everyone. But I think intersectionality is a good title 

marker for this one, because if I were a black trans man or, even more, if I were a black trans 

woman, that would be a much more complicated life to live than the one I have now. 

 

Q: Well, this is maybe a good way to come back to that conversation, the part of the conversation 

about racial hierarchy, is this idea where they say if you looked in the paper and it says, you 

know, single white male, you know, bi Japanese female, and that talking about intersectionality, 

that again, this piece of whiteness, you know, really complex intersection, gets put off to the side 

as this other thing. Yes, I have all these things that are intersecting. And then I have this thing 

over here. And why is it not also in the same intersection? 

 

Wilkins: [14:41:25] What’s the thing? 

 

Q: The whiteness, because I would argue that, if I see you, the first thing I see—like, if I’m 

pinging you, I’m saying okay, I’m saying white male, right? That’s how I would read you. But, 

the whiteness is the first thing that I see when I see you. Whether or not I register it, it gives me a 

whole way of thinking about you. And then I get to know you, and I find you have the pansexual 

and polyamory. All these other pieces are things that then come into the conversation. But my 

first sort of like organizing principle when you walked in and I went over to meet you is, okay, 

this is a young white male. And that’s what I’m seeing in front of me. So that’s how I bring all 
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my prejudices, all my preconceived notions, into that interaction before we have the 

conversation. 

 

Where, to you, the complex gender identity and sexual identity are so much at the heart of how 

you see yourself. And yet, that’s not visible. I lost where the question was. But I just think it’s 

really interesting. I think whenever I talk to people that have complex identities, it’s the most 

interesting conversations because, A, they’ve thought about it a lot. And they’re navigating a 

clear understanding of themselves. And they’re up against operating in a world that is processing 

them fundamentally differently than they’re processing themselves. And I kind of feel like 

identity is the intersection of those. That’s the real intersectionality, how I understand myself and 

how the world understands me. And then I have to fight to move that marker where I want it to 

be. 

 

Wilkins: [14:43:30] I don’t tend to fight to move that marker where I want it to be. I’m really 

comfortable with the fact that people get distracted by elements of my identity that I don’t think 

about much, because the ones I think about I generally don’t want them to figure out on their 

own. If I feel like sharing something with somebody about who I am and how I identify, I want 

that to be my choice. So, I’m really fortunate that the most visible characteristics of who I am are 

ones that don’t negatively affect me, for the most part. 

 

Q: Yes, it’s not bad being a white male, right? So, maybe the question is, would you give up 

being male before you’d give up being white? 
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Wilkins: [14:44:23] Would I give up being male or being a trans male? Because if I could get rid 

of the trans part, that would be awesome. Just, you know, fairy godmother comes down, waves a 

wand, and I’m XY chromosome. That would be great, because I’ve tried identifying as female. 

And it didn’t work out too well. So, I think I have a little too good a notion of whether or not I 

would want that. But I don’t know. It’s really hard to say if I would—I think that I would give up 

being white if I could, just because, as I sit here, I’m generally down for new experiences. But I 

think it depends on how I think it would go—if I would know that I made that decision, if I 

would be able to regret it, or if I would just start anew and experience the world entirely from 

someone else’s viewpoint. I think that would be interesting. 

 

I think that’s what makes this conversation a little difficult to conceptualize sometimes is that, A, 

I’m not very accustomed to using that abstract part of my brain right now. And, B, I have to 

think about the experiences of other people in the abstract, because I don’t experience them. I 

can only speak so much as to what white privilege is doing for me when I’ve only lived as a 

white male. 

 

Q: Are you working now? Are you in school now? What do you do when you’re not meeting 

random strangers in a coffee shop and doing filmed interviews? 

 

Wilkins: [14:46:09] I graduated last, last December. I’ve been volunteering in a couple of 

research labs for the past year. I’m planning to apply to graduate school. And right now, the way 

that I pay rent is washing dishes. 
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Q: What do you want to go to graduate school for? 

 

Wilkins: [14:46:31] I would like to go into business psychology. For a little while I was looking 

at a PhD in industrial organizational psychology. But recently someone turned me on to the VCU 

PhD in management. So, they’re pretty exchangeable as far as what subject matter they look at. 

They use a lot of the same terminology. It’s just one’s a little more accessible. 

 

Q: How do you think about, you know, cisgendered white males when you see them? Like, you 

meet someone like me. Is there an affinity? Do you have a preconceived notion about cisgender 

white males? What do you feel your relationship to that part of your community is? 

 

Wilkins: [14:47:24] I think that when I first meet another male I tend to have a dog-seeing-dog 

reaction. I don’t necessarily get excited immediately. But I feel a little bit more comfortable than 

if I’m meeting a female person, just because from the handshake I know that we’re on the same 

playing field. I have some notion that, whether they’re a cis male or not, I really never know that 

for sure. But I just kind of assume that we have a lot of the same notions about how this 

interaction should go. Obviously, everyone differs person to person. But I feel like I have a lot 

more in common with another male than someone of a different gender. 

 

Q: And what about thinking about as a group, like when you think about the community of 

cisgender white males? What’s your sort of narrative of them as a group? And I guess one of the 

things is sort of, in the context of, not really the “Me Too” Movement, but there’s just been so 

much discussion about what it means to be male now, and same with the discussion about being 
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white. And again, you have a very specific view on it. I’m just wondering whether you are—not 

thinking about our individual reaction, but sort of how you fit into the equation. That was a really 

vague question. I’m sorry about that. 

 

Wilkins: [14:49:13] Yes. I think there might have been three questions in there. I want to answer 

all of them, but I can’t remember all of them. 

 

Q: Well, I guess what I’m thinking about is I can see our interaction is one thing. But then when 

you look out and—as someone who lives with four women, I feel like they have a very specific 

view of me. And there’s a real sort of disconnect with how we interact with the world 

sometimes. I feel that when you’re male you interact fundamentally differently. And I guess I 

feel like I’m constantly trying to explain myself, that my motivations for how I’m acting are 

much more simplistic and much less thought out than I’m given credit for, I guess, is what it is. 

And I guess when you look at the mass of cisgendered white males that have sort of dominated 

business and culture for so many years—I’m doing a really bad job asking the question. 

 

Wilkins: Take your time. 

 

Q: Anyway, how do you view that group? Is it like, most are clueless? Does it change? 

 

Wilkins: [14:50:47] When I think about cisgender males on the whole, I really don’t. 

 

Q: Well, if you’re polyamorous, you must think about everybody. 
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Wilkins: [14:51:00] Yes. God, I’ve come across a few situations where I could actually play as a 

bridge between the gender gap when it comes to understanding each other, not because I really 

think from a female mindset but because, like I said, I was brought up female. So, I kind of 

understand how women interact with each other. And to some degree, I can explain the 

differences in how men interact with each other, especially when men and women come 

together. Things can get a little bit hairy. But that doesn’t happen too often because, for the most 

part, men don’t ask. A woman might come up to me and, if she knows the complex nature of my 

identity, she might ask, like, you know, what’s going through your head, or someone else’s head 

when this happens? But for the most part men go from one interaction to the next just focusing in 

that moment. 

 

Q: We’re simple in that way. Is there anything in the context of this conversation that you think 

is important that’s said that I didn’t ask you about? 

 

Wilkins: [14:52:51] I don’t think I have too good of an idea what the subject matter is. It feels 

like we’ve kind of gone all over the place. Is it just general identity questions? Or is it focused 

more on race or gender? I can understand if it came up more as gender because I’m here. 

 

Q: No, it’s really about whiteness. It’s really that the basis of the project was really to talk to 

white people in a non-oppositional way and try and understand how whiteness works in their 

lives and how they perceive and live their whiteness in the world. And there’s a lot of studies and 

a lot of media on people of color and a lot of things, and that this idea of the whiteness is passive. 
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And, I would argue that it’s a dynamic, active component that impacts every component of your 

day, your life, once you become sort of attuned to it. And so, the study is trying to understand 

how white people—there’s never been a major study on how whiteness is constructed, and white 

identity is constructed. And so, the research part of it is looking at that. 

 

And then, this part of it is, again, trying to—if you Google Whiteness Project, you’ll see we’ve 

done—prior to the relationship with Columbia I did two pieces with PBS, one in Dallas, with 

kids who ranged from fourteen to twenty-four. It was really about intersectionality with people 

who were multiracial, and biracial, and transgender, and how whiteness fit into that identity 

complex. And one was more in Buffalo, monolithically white. So, I’ve probably done 150 of 

these interviews at this point. I’m really interested how white people process their own race. And 

it’s usually in the context of a complex way that they see the world and a complex narrative they 

have about themselves. 

 

And it’s many times completely discounted and not thought about. And yet, at the same time, it’s 

extremely present in this identity they’ve constructed about themselves and how they see 

themselves in relation to their community and their family and all this stuff. So, that’s really the 

context of the conversation. And when I sit down with you, I don’t know anything about you. 

My goal is just sort of trying to start to figure out how somebody thinks about themselves. And 

what is the unique story that—a lot of times, what is the sort of organizing principle around how 

they’ve constructed this identity? And it usually becomes apparently really quickly, that 

everybody has these narratives they’ve constructed to help them travel the road they’re on. And 

so that’s really the context of it. Is that a little more clear now? 
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Wilkins: Yes. 

 

Q: So, maybe some of the questions make more sense now about, are you happy you’re white? 

 

Wilkins: Yes, that makes sense. 

 

Q: Is there anything you want to ask me? 

 

Wilkins: [14:56:15] No. I did think of one other thing I could share in terms of that moment that 

I started thinking about my racial identity. For me, there wasn’t really a moment when I thought 

about being white so much as there was a moment when I realized that my cultural heritage 

wasn’t as celebrated or visual as other cultures that have historically been oppressed in this 

country. And I was around fifth grade when this kind of hit. You know, teachers started focusing 

a little bit more on Black History Month. And, I’m pretty sure there’s a Hispanic History Month. 

But it might be a Latino History Month. One’s a race. One’s an ethnicity. 

 

But the conversation I had with my mother after the first day of school that I kind of noticed that 

was going on, that I was like, oh, everyone keeps talking about the culture that they come from. 

And I literally went home and said, “Hey Mom, what’s our culture?” And I think she did her best 

in explaining that then. But it really wasn’t until years later that I kind of conceptualized it as the 

reason I don’t see my culture as something separate is because it’s treated like it’s a default, that 
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being a white American means that most faces you see on television will look like your own. 

And most of the ways people speak in interactions are going to sound more like how you speak. 

 

So, I think part of the reason that I put my own racial identity out of my mind is that I felt there 

was an absence of a cultural identity. I didn’t really realize that the culture that I live with, or the 

culture I live in, feels like it’s everywhere. It feels like it’s just the air that I breathe. And I don’t 

think about breathing much because there’s always air. But it is different from how other people 

experience their own culture in the context of living in America. 

 

Q: That’s really interesting. And it’s interesting, the fact that we’re a couple of blocks from 

Monument Avenue to say, like, there’s no white culture. The main street of this town is like the 

celebration of white culture. And we don’t see it. It’s just a backdrop, when of course it’s not, 

right? So, I would love to know, what was your mother’s answer when you said, Mom, what’s 

white culture? 

 

Wilkins: [14:59:06] I think I had asked her specifically about our heritage. I was kind of like, 

you know, people are talking about African-American heritage. And, we’re not African-

American. But what’s our heritage? Where do we come from? What do people where we come 

from do? And how is that different from today? And her answer was pretty basic. She said that 

we’re Irish, German and British, that I think we have some Native American in our family. And 

after that conversation we did start getting involved in a few more community activities around 

that. 
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But for the most part, she said that because we as immigrants came over sooner than other 

nationalities, and also because of the way we came over, which was kind of a delicate way of 

putting “We weren’t slaves.” We see our culture everywhere. She was kind of trying to find a 

way. I think she brought up examples like—I’m going to mispronounce gingham. That might be 

how you pronounce it. But she brought up examples of, like, Christmas trees and gingham cloth 

and things that are very German, or British, or French that we just don’t think of as being part of 

that culture because they came here first. They defined the culture. And then everyone else just 

kind of tried to find a way on top of that or around it. But it takes up the most space. 

 

So, we don’t have to think about our own heritage or our own culture because it’s taking up so 

much space. It’s part of our everyday life. And it’s really not until we interact with other cultures 

and other people from other cultures that we see there are different ways of life. I probably said it 

in more words than she did. But I think that was kind of a defining moment for me, seeing the 

value in interacting with people from different cultures. Of just this notion that, oh, I’m not going 

to see how I’m different unless I see someone different. And it made me a little bit more excited 

about the really intimidating experience of meeting someone who doesn’t automatically have all 

of this cultural capital of how to treat you and how to speak to you. 

 

Q: What’s interesting was you asked her, you know, what’s our culture, and she said we’re 

Italian, German. She didn’t say we’re white. She went to ethnicity as opposed to race. So, that’s 

interesting. Is there anything that I overlooked? 

 



  Wilkins – 1 – 30 
 

F1: Yes, I’d be curious. You know, you said you were a military brat, right, and you’ve moved 

around a lot. Did you experience your whiteness differently in the different places you lived? Do 

you think it’s different to be white in Oakland versus Chicago versus Richmond? 

 

Q: And you can answer me. 

 

Wilkins: [15:02:08] Growing up, I think I said earlier that most of the communities I lived in 

were mostly white. And I stand by that, that they were mostly white. But when someone in my 

community wasn’t white, I didn’t tend to pay attention to that. If they brought it up, or if it came 

up in another way, then we might discuss it. But for the most part, I just kind of saw people as 

people and didn’t really notice the differences in how we interacted with the world until I got 

much older. So in most of the communities I lived in, even though I moved around the United 

States and I saw a lot of different parts of the United States, in retrospect I really feel like I was 

seeing the same communities over and over again. The way people interacted, I mean, there 

might be differences in accents. There might be differences in political opinions. 

 

Also, when I lived in Ohio, that’s the farthest north I’ve been. And I don’t know if you’ve been 

to Ohio, but it’s a really southern northern state. So, I haven’t been over the Mason-Dixon Line 

too often. And from what I’ve seen, I was a little too young to understand political differences 

then. So, the main things I noticed moving from state to state were just differences in accents, 

you know, the different words for things depending on the local lingo. I know there’s, like, three 

different ways to describe those little bugs that roll up into a ball. 
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Q: Well, I think that we’ve covered a lot of different things here. I really appreciate you coming 

and taking a flyer with Sam and coming in to talk to us. And you’ll get the transcript. And 

anything you’re uncomfortable with you could run a line through. 

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 


