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EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF THE ACLU OF PENNSYLVANIA

INTERVIEW BY SHELLI FEDULLO

An Interview

with

Reggie 

Shuford

R
eginald T. Shuford, the Executive Director of the ACLU of 
Pennsylvania and this year’s recipient of the Philadelphia Bar 
Association’s Justice Sonia Sotomayor Diversity Award is a 
champion in advancing diversity and inclusion and a passionate 

advocate for the protection of civil rights. In this interview, Reggie shares his 
views on achieving meaningful diversity and inclusion, and how people of 
goodwill can have necessary conversations around racial injustice and privilege 
in ways that promote understanding and forward momentum for imperative 
change.



Cape Fear Academy Class of 1984, where Reggie was the school’s first African 
American graduate.
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SHELLI FEDULLO: Before we 
talk about where you are now, 
tell us your background. What 
brought you here?

REGGIE SHUFORD: Well, how 
much time do we have? I’ll make it 
brief. I moved to Philadelphia August 5, 
2011 to take the job as executive 
director of the ACLU of Pennsyl-
vania. Prior to that, I’d spent just 
over a year in the Bay Area work-
ing for a racial justice nonprofit 
organization. Before that, I spent 
15 years at the national ACLU as 
a senior staff lawyer and the at-
torneys of color recruitment and 
retention officer. I was a litigator, 
and I also did some diversity re-
cruitment work as well.
 
You gave us a roadmap, 
but there's something in-
side of you that impelled 
you to do what you're 
doing. What is that?

I gave you the chronology. Like a 
good lawyer, you’re asking me to 
give you the real story. I’ve pretty 
much always known I’ve wanted 
to be a lawyer. I made the deci-
sion to become a lawyer at age 
six without really knowing what 
lawyers did, except that I knew 
they asked questions. When I 
was a little kid, whenever any-
body would come to our house, 
in Wilmington, North Carolina, 
where I grew up, I would get 
them off in a corner and ask them lots 
and lots of questions. Just really curi-
ous about their families, their likes and 
dislikes, their hobbies, their relationship 
with their siblings.

More than one time, someone said 
to me, “Slow down kid, you sound like 
a lawyer.” I thought, “Aha, if this is 
what lawyers do, then that's what I'll 

do.” I had no real idea of what they 
did. All of that happened in the context 
of growing up in a really poor family. 
Born to a single mother who had her 
first child at age 15 and, back then, you 
had to drop out of school if you became 
pregnant. They forced her out of school. 
She never went back. She had four more 

children. I was the third. She was really 
smart, very compassionate and empa-
thetic, caring and gentle, quiet and re-
served. We were really poor. We grew 
up on public assistance, food stamps. 
She supplemented that meager income 
by working as a housekeeper, even in 
the homes of some of my classmates. I 
was then, as now, a sensitive kid. I felt 

things really viscerally, including how 
people were mistreated because of their 
skin color, because of their economic 
status, because of their gender, because 
of where they lived, all of those really 
superficial things.

That type of injustice never sat well 
with me. When I learned what a lawyer 

actually did, I decided that I 
would use my legal training on 
behalf of those people, like my 
family, like my mother, like my-
self and my siblings and people 
that I knew and loved in my 
neighborhood and my commu-
nity, to advocate on their behalf, 
for a chance at a better life, more 
equality, more justice. Then over 
time, I got a little better under-
standing of civil rights law and 
made the decision that my focus 
in the law would be civil rights.

After a judicial clerkship 
and working a few years at a law 
firm in Raleigh, NC, I got my 
dream job at the national ACLU 
in New York City doing the type 
of cases that I always wanted to 
do. I spent 15 years at the na-
tional ACLU, primarily litigat-
ing racial justice issues, includ-
ing racial profiling, affirmative 
action, educational equity, and 
national security. After 15 years, 
I decided I wanted to do some-
thing different, so I left, spent a 
year at a racial justice nonprofit 
in San Francisco as legal and 
policy director.

A good friend, who’s a pro-
fessor at Temple, while visiting home in 
the Bay Area, said, “Reggie, this great 
job is coming open. You would be great 
at it; why don’t you apply?” I applied. 
I’d never been an executive director be-
fore, but sometimes your friends know 
you better than you know yourself. I got 
the job, and now, nine years later, here 
I am.

When I learned what a lawyer actually did, I decided that I would use my legal 

training on behalf of those people, like my family, like my mother, like myself 

and my siblings and people that I knew and loved in my neighborhood and 

my community, to advocate on their behalf, for a chance at a better life, more 

equality, more justice. 

Reggie with his mom at his high 
school graduation in May 1984, 
during which he became the first 
high school graduate in his family in 
generations.
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You have been our Associa-
tion’s Diversity Chair in 2019 
and again this year. You re-
cently won the Justice Sonia 
Sotomayor Diversity Award, 
and we're so proud of you.

Thank you so much.

Let’s talk about what that re-
ally means. What is diversity 
and inclusion? 

I think diversity means typically going 
beyond one’s immediate circle to seek 
the opinions, the experiences, the per-
spectives of people who are different 
from who we are at a general level. I 
think the consensus is that more diverse 
viewpoints lead to better results. We 
just want as many people from differ-
ent backgrounds at the table when we’re 
having these really important conversa-
tions and making these important de-
cisions. Inclusion, I think, goes a step 

further. It’s not just about being at the 
table. It’s about having meaningful in-
put into the conversation and feeling 
like you are valued for more than really 
just your skin color or your gender or 
whatever it is about you that adds diver-
sity to the setting.

I think all that’s great. But I don’t 
think it’s enough. The acronym that I’ve 
coined is ABIDE, which means Authen-
tic, Belonging, Inclusion, Diversity, and 
Equity. Equity goes even further than 
inclusion. It’s about what is fair. Taking 

I think diversity means typically going beyond one’s immediate circle to seek 

the opinions, the experiences, the perspectives of people who are different 

from who we are at a general level.

At the ACLU-PA press conference on July 9, 2013 announcing the filing of the case that 
ultimately brought marriage equality to Pennsylvania the year before it became the law 
of the land.



the full picture of what has happened in 
our society and our communities and 
making sure we do things to rectify that 
so that people have a meaningful op-
portunity at pursuing their dreams. Our 
goal is also more than equity.

Equity is an important goal, to 
be sure. But I think our ultimate goal, 
particularly when we think about our 
workplaces, is belonging. Creating an 
environment where people feel they re-
ally, really belong, and they’re a 
part of the entire enterprise. Their 
opinions matter. Their perspec-
tives are considered when we’re 
making important decisions 
about the work that we’re doing, 
the strategies we want to employ, 
the direction we want to go in. 
Given the amount of time we 
spend at work, how do you make 
people feel like they really truly 
belong? Are you seeing them for 
who they are?

Are you taking steps to make 
sure that you’re inviting them in 
and making them feel like they 
have a meaningful stake in the 
enterprise, in the mission of the 
organization? That’s what I mean 
by ABIDE.

Diversity and inclusion 
are important goals for 
all of us, but what are the  
obstacles? You can give 
the hard answer to that.

I think part of the challenge is that 
people don’t want to feel blamed. They 
don’t want to feel ashamed. They don’t 
want to feel like they are responsible for 
our nation’s history of racism, bigotry, 
and white supremacy, and so we don’t 
often have the heavy-hitting conversa-
tions that we should be having. Bryan 
Stevenson talks about the need for a 
truth and reconciliation process before 
we can have the healing and growth that 
we want our country to have. In order 
to reach the full potential of our coun-
try and our democracy, we have to have 
truth and reconciliation.

He said the difficult conversations 

are the truth part, and we have to have 
that before we can have reconciliation. 
He says they have to happen in that se-
quence. You’ve got to have one before 
you can have the other. You’ve got to 
have these difficult conversations before 
you can have the meaningful outcomes 
that you desire. I think we’re not prac-
ticed as a society, as a culture, in those 
difficult conversations across race. We 
may have them internally within our 

own race. I know black folks talk about 
this stuff all the time. Part of that is our 
survival. It’s a survival mechanism for 
us, but we don’t often have these con-
versations across race.

I think until we get better at that, 
people will continue to retreat into their 
respective corners. We’re not going to 
get any better at it. Progress isn’t pos-
sible if people shut down. I acknowl-
edge that the conversations are diffi-
cult. Sometimes when people retreat 
and they shut down, they shut down the 
conversation, too. Until we can get be-
yond that, it’s going to continue to be 

hard. Part of it is fragility. Our egos are 
fragile, and, again, we don’t want to be 
blamed. We often respond in ways that 
center those who are feeling the most 
fragile as opposed to centering those 
whose lived experience is what we’re 
trying to improve and what we’re trying 
to change. Yes, it’s mostly about human 
nature.

You are an excellent commu-
nicator. I’ve seen that 
having observed you and 
knowing you. Having a 
difficult conversation 
means you’re communi-
cating with each other. 
What are some ways that 
people of goodwill can 
have the difficult con-
versations and not shut 
down? I have heard you 
speak before about the 
idea of privilege but not 
feeling on the defensive 
because you are some-
body who has “privi-
lege.”

I’ll just give a recent example. I 
was at a board meeting via Zoom. 
It was the recent aftermath of 
the murder of George Floyd. It 
was our first meeting after that. 
We’re going around the room 
talking about what was going 
on and how we were feeling. An 
older white guy said to me, and 
then to everybody, “Honestly, 

I’ve struggled with this notion of white 
privilege.” He says, “Sometimes I shut 
down when I hear that because I don’t 
think I have any more privilege than 
anyone else.”

He said, “I’ve done many good 
deeds in my life. I’m a philanthropist, 
and I care about these issues.” I do good 
stuff, essentially. I’m a good person. 

I said a couple of things. My first 
response was at a more general level. 
I said, “Well, white privilege does not 
mean that your life has not been hard. 
What it means is that your life has not 
been hard because of your race, because 

Equity is an important goal, to be sure. But I think our ultimate goal, 

particularly when we think about our workplaces, is belonging.

In June 2014,  with President Barack 
Obama at an event in New York City.
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you’re white. Black people can’t say 
that. For the most part, our lives have 
been made more difficult precisely be-
cause we are black people.” The other 
thing I did was I made it personal.

This is to your question about how 
do we begin to have these difficult con-
versations among people of goodwill. 
Part of that is to not play the blame 
game. I made it personal. I said, “Lis-
ten, I have privilege, too. I identify as 
male. I have cisgender privilege. I have 
socioeconomic, middle-class privilege. 
I have education privilege. I have a cou-
ple of degrees. I have status privilege as 
a lawyer. Most of us who do the work 
that we do, and in the circles that we are 
in, have privilege of some kind or an-
other. You shouldn’t feel bad about that. 
You didn’t do anything wrong.”

The question is, people of goodwill, 
what can we do to use our resources and 

our access and our privilege on behalf 
of people who don’t have those things? 
I think conversations really have to be 
at that level where people can feel com-
fortable enough to say, “I’m uncomfort-
able talking about this, and I have this 
kind of reaction,” and then to have that 
reaction be met with, “I understand. 
This is not about blaming you. This is 
about helping you see a different per-
spective and helping you see that we’re 
all in this together, and what can we do 
collectively to move the ball down the 
field, essentially.”

We are all in a moment in time, 
for many reasons. We are in a 
pandemic, and we still don’t 
know what’s next. We are in a 
moment in time in terms of the  
reaction to the death of George 
Floyd and to longstanding  

racial inequalities. How 
do we move forward with  
momentum and at the same 
time come together and heal 
which may be difficult?

Yes. What a time we’re in.

I know it’s a big question.

Well, it’s the reality of our lives. We’re 
all experiencing these things. One of 
the things I’ve said from the very be-
ginning, is that the pandemic has been 
clarifying, which means that, for me, 
it brings clarity to the things that are 
most important, family and friends, 
certain priorities and values. It offers a 
lot of time for self-reflection and intro-
spection and what really matters to us 
as individuals, what matters to us as a 
society. I think another thing that we’ve 

One of the things I’ve said from the very beginning, is that the pandemic has 

been clarifying, which means that, for me, it brings clarity to the things that 

are most important, family and friends, certain priorities and values.

With New York Times columnist Charles Blow at the ACLU Annual Bill of Rights Dinner 
in October 2015.
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seen is that our institutions are fragile. It 
has exposed that the foundations are not 
as solid as we thought. Unsurprisingly, 
those who are bearing the brunt of the 
pandemic are Black and brown people, 
which is, again, not anything new. It’s 
really stark, given the rate of infec-
tion among people of color from CO-
VID-19 and the number of deaths. It’s 
disproportionate to our makeup in soci-
ety. Then you add the other pandemic, 
which is police brutality and vigilan-
tism by some white people who are hell 
bent on making life difficult for some of 
us. It’s a real moment [laughs] that we 
find ourselves, and just as we think we 

can’t take anything else, something else 
seems to happen.

A silver lining, I think, of the CO-
VID-19 pandemic, has been that we’ve 
all had to be on the same page. It’s like 
we’ve been held captive audience, col-
lectively, by the pandemic, forced to 
shelter at home, unable to distract our-
selves by going to movies, for the most 
part, or going to restaurants, being social 
or visiting friends. All of those things 
had to come to a halt. When George 
Floyd was murdered, everybody was 
forced to pay attention. The video was 
played on a loop. We just didn’t have the 
same distractions we typically have. I 

think that gave rise to more people pay-
ing attention, more people taking to the 
street, more people protesting, and those 
people who were protesting were more 
diverse than ever. To me, that offers 
some hope. I walk away from this with 
a bit of hope. There is some concern that 
when things begin to reopen again, peo-
ple’s attention will be on other things 
and that we might lose momentum.

It’s our goal, our responsibility, our 
challenge, to hold on tightly to that mo-
mentum and to not lose this opportunity, 
this moment to make the change that we 
want to make, that we see is essential, 
but we’ve got to work at it. It can dis-

When George Floyd was murdered, everybody was forced to pay attention. 

 . . . I think that gave rise to more people paying attention, more people taking 

to the street, more people protesting, and those people who were protesting 

were more diverse than ever. 

With Rep. John Lewis after Lewis received the Liberty Medal from the National Constitution 
Center in September 2016.
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sipate pretty easily if we become dis-
tracted and focus on other things. Bless 
those people who are still protesting 
peacefully, bless them. Lots of progress 
has been made, but a lot more needs to 
be made. It’s our job to make sure that 
we stay in the fight.

Again, you’ve spent most of 
your career with the ACLU. 
The core tenet of the ACLU is 
protection of everyone’s civil 
rights, including the right of 
free speech. At times, this 
may be incompatible with 
deeply held personal feelings 
on issues. How do you recon-
cile that? How do you navi-
gate that?

I’m not going to pretend that it’s not 
challenging. I remember when I first 
took the job at the ACLU, which was 
almost 25 years ago. I was still living 
in North Carolina. There, I was hav-
ing a farewell dinner with some of my 
law school classmates and friends. A 
couple of them said, “Reggie, don’t you 
move up there and start representing the 
KKK.” I was like, “Ha ha ha, I’m not 
going to do that.” Lo and behold, I had 
the opportunity to do it shortly after I 
moved there. I opted not to do it. An-
other one of my Black colleagues did, 
however. I had no quarrel with him for 
doing it because he understood the im-
portance of everybody having fair legal 
representation.

The question becomes, who de-
cides who is worthy of being represent-
ed? Do we want the government to do 
that? Do we want this current govern-
ment to decide who we should represent 
and who we shouldn’t? I think not. We 
are guided by principle, the tenets of 
the Constitution and the Bill of Rights. 
It’s not always an easy call, but it’s an 
easier call because it’s based, in fact, on 
principle and not popularity and who’s 
in and who’s out, and which administra-

tion is wielding or holding the power. 
It’s not easy, but it’s better that we have 
those internal conversations about who 
we should be representing. These aren’t 
automatic decisions that are made. 
There’s internal debate, which I think is 
always a healthy thing. We have these 
conversations, and then we try to make 
the right decisions. No one ever goes 
into work saying, “I want to do the most 
unpopular thing I can possibly think of 
today,” by representing X, Y, Z person. 

They all go to the office saying, “I want 
to do good in the world today.” What 
does that look like? Sometimes it’s not 
as easy to figure that out. That's when 
we all come together to have these con-
versations. As long as we can continue 
to debate about what we should and 
should not be doing, that’s a healthy en-
vironment to be in. It’s the kind of envi-
ronment that I want to be in.

No one ever goes into work saying, “I want to do the most unpopular thing I 

can possibly think of today,” by representing X, Y, Z person. They all go to the 

office saying, “I want to do good in the world today.”

With New York Times Magazine reporter, 1619 Project 
creator, and Pulitzer Prize winner Nikole Hannah-Jones 
(middle) at the ACLU-PA Centennial Celebration in 
February 2020.


