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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Melinda Adams 

conducted by Whitney Dow on September 30, 2017. This interview is part of the Study on White 

People.  

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

spoken word, rather than written prose. 



 

 

Q: So, first of all, can you tell me your name, where you’re from—I sort of asked it. 

[interruption] So, your name, where you’re from, what you do, and just a little bit about yourself. 

 

Adams: [00:00:13] My name is Melinda. I am from Battle Creek, Michigan, and I’m retired. I 

was formerly an educator, and I didn’t spend a lot of times in schools because of children and 

what have you. I would consider myself very involved in sports, and I enjoy reading, traveling, 

politics. And spending time with friends and family, of course, is the priority. 

 

Q: What was your motivation to get involved in the project with us? 

 

Adams: [00:00:30] I was asked by somebody who I respect, and that’s the reason that I chose to 

be in the program.  

 

Q: When I think about—people talk about identity, and you sort of talked about the things that 

you do. That you’re retired, you’re a mom, you’re an educator, you’re in sports. What’s sort of 

the hierarchy in your mind of your identity? I’m a woman, a mom, racially, from your politics, 

how do you think of yourself? What really defines you? 
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Adams: [00:00:48] My highest priority is my family and followed closely by my friends and my 

interest, which as I said, includes politics, reading, traveling, sports, and—but they’re all part of 

who I am, I think. And how I spend my time, I guess, reflects on who I am. 

 

Q: How do you think about yourself racially? How often do you think about your race? Do you 

think about your race in this particular way?  

 

Adams: [00:01:01] I do quite often because— 

 

Q: And can you put my question in— 

 

Adams: [00:01:03] —oh, I think about being a white person fairly often, because I’m invested 

right now in groups are involved in it as well. I’ve been a part of a multi-racial book group for 

the past few years, and we talk about race, and white privilege, and that kind of thing, reg—once 

a week, regularly. And things come up all the time in the news and around friends, and my 

husband and I will often say to each other, “Well, there’s white privilege for you.” I’m very 

much aware of it, and very much aware of the privilege that I have in—and I’ve always had in 

my life. 

 

Q: Was that something you’ve always felt? Tell me a little about the arc of your life in 

relationship to this. Because, I’d guess, are you—were you born in Battle Creek? 

 

Adams: [00:01:26] I was born in Battle Creek, yes.  
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Q: So, I’m guessing that the Battle Creek you live in now is very different from the kind of 

Battle Creek that you were born in. And so, talk to me a little bit about your—what brought you 

to this place when you started exploring this part of your personality or your [unclear]? 

 

Adams: [00:01:33] Okay. I was born in a family that was pretty much cut off from racial 

diversity. I went to a high school that was all white, and—but I went to a liberal college, 

Kalamazoo College, which is not far from here, and it started to get me thinking about whiteness 

and the African American experience. I went to Sierra Leone in West Africa for six months 

when I was in college, and then after when I graduated from college, I lived in Kenya [East 

Africa] for about eleven, ten years, I guess. And so, I was around Africans for an extended 

period.  

 

And then I returned to Battle Creek and, actually, I was married to an Asian person, and we 

raised our family here. And I always have been aware of what’s going on politically in this 

country and the world somewhat, and so I just grew in my awareness of what was going on. I 

befriended a few people who are African Americans. And what really got me going, I think, was 

the church I attended is progressive. And there was a minister who was—wanted to increase the 

awareness of a group of us in our whiteness and our white privilege. And we had meetings 

regularly, and we read a lot of books, and we discussed things. And it really immersed me totally 

in the idea of white privilege and so I—and I’ve just maintained that, and it’s grown over the 

years. And I attended a lot of events that talk about privilege. I’ve seen a lot of documentaries, 

read a lot of books, so I’m pretty much immersed in it. 
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Q: Are your children biracial? 

 

Adams: [00:02:24] Yes. Well, if you would look at them, you would—well, one of them looks a 

little like a [unclear]. You might have a little—a lot of something else but, yes, one of the 

daughters looks totally like me. [laughs]  

 

Q: Because I was wondering, I mean it’s interesting. We talked to a number of people who are in 

interracial marriages or biracial children and just sort of the experience of being in a family that 

is not monolithically one thing. There seems to be a really sort of defining piece of people’s 

experience in the world. So, can you talk to me about faith and the arc of your faith and belief 

system? 

 

Adams: [00:02:48] My participation in religion and in church is more for social reasons because 

I’m not a Christian in the normal sense of the word. I believe in spirituality, and I believe that 

there is something that unites us beyond our own understanding. And I believe that there’s a 

mystery involved in whether there’s a power beyond us. But the common definition of a 

Christian is not one that I believe in. It’s not how I believe, so.  

 

Q: And I guess one of the things that I’ve also been interested in is the relationship between 

Christianity and race, and Christianity and white supremacy and white privilege, and that it’s 

interesting. How do you see sort of the relationship between your belief system around 

Christianity and your participation in Christianity as an institution? It sounds like it’s been 
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some—precipitated your exploration in this. And it’s also been traditionally sort of a proponent 

of building both patriarchal and hierarchal systems around privilege, wealth, and race. 

 

Adams: [00:03:23] Yes. I think that the basic tenets of the Christian faith are worthy and 

valuable and would be if they were put into practice, would make this world a better place, make 

this country a better place. But I don’t think that the interpretation of most people, most 

churches, most pastors is one that is that reflects fairly on what the Christian faith is supposed to 

be.  

 

So, I think that the issue of white privilege and vis-a-vis the church is one that is pretty 

problematic. I don’t think that the churches have responded to white privilege. They haven’t. 

Generally speaking I think my church has, but I think it’s the only one in this town that has. I 

think that they ignore white privilege pretty much because they just want to keep—maintain the 

status quo. And they want to appeal to the—I think they do appeal to the lower element of their 

congregations rather than up. Or they’re not trying to bring their congregations up. They just 

want to make sure they walk through the door every week, and so they don’t antagonize them or 

bring up things that they think that would turn people away. So they’ve, more or less, avoided 

any discussion of white privilege. 

 

Q: So no, I think it’s really interesting. What is the motivation? What is your motivation to 

explore these ideas of white privilege? What do you get out of it? It’s, you know, why? Because 

it connotates giving something up, whether that’s something specific or personal. Yes, what is 

your motivation? 
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Adams: [00:04:15] Yes. My motivation for studying and understanding, trying to understand 

white privilege—trust me, it’s an ongoing situation. I’ll never totally understand. But I want to 

share that with my children and with people who I know so that more people have an 

understanding of it. Because I think without people acknowledging white privilege that we can’t 

move along—move towards more equity in the social justice area in general. We have to accept 

it, learn it, understand it, and help, and move forward with it to make the whole country better.  

 

And my personal motivation, I just believe that there’s not a pie in what—by giving away things 

to minority groups, I lose something. I think I gain rather than lose. I don’t think it’s a pie. I think 

it’s just —it’s expanding. The more that people are encouraged to become the best they can be, 

the better for the whole country, and then the better for everybody, so I would like to see that for 

my children and my grandchildren someday.  

 

Q: Well, that’s a really positive vision of it, and is there—anything been hard or personally 

painful for you about this journey that you’re on? 

 

Adams: [00:04:57] I’ve only felt that my life has been enhanced by it. I haven’t felt anything 

negative about it at all. I think knowledge and understanding is power, and you can carry on in 

life and just ignore all the things that are wrong. But if you acknowledge and try to move things 

forward then it can only help. 
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Q: So, there’s no loss involved like loss of your relationship to your culture, relationship to 

certain privileges that you have? Or you don’t feel relationships with other people that get 

compromised by your—? 

 

Adams: [00:05:15] [laughs] Okay. Yes. I do feel that I have become more critical of people, of 

white people. And sometimes, I have lost respect for people who maybe I might have respected 

before because they deny their privilege, or they don’t understand it, or they don’t want to learn, 

or they’re just not open minded about it. I would say that I have maybe lost a few friends, but 

then I have to say that maybe those friends weren’t people that I would be—should be or would 

want to be spending time with if their values are so different from mine.  

 

I think generally, as people, we tend to spend more time and want to be with people who are 

similar to us. I think that’s human nature and I—so, I think my friends are very similar in my—

feel like I do for the most part. There are quite a few, obviously, who are still friends, but they 

don’t—they’re “not interested”, is what they say because it doesn’t—because it doesn’t impact 

their lives on a day-to-day basis, whereas I feel it impacts my life every day. 

 

Q: Do you feel that your life has been more impacted by your race or your gender? 

 

Adams: [00:05:55] Hmm. I don’t think I can answer that question. The question is what impacts 

me — what has impacted my life more, my race or my gender? I think they both have an equal 

impact, I guess. I’m sorry, I can’t answer that.  
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Q: We’ve talked to a lot of people, a lot of women, being— when we’re talking about identity 

and how— what sort of impacts you arc through world that it’s—so, [unclear]. I hear over and 

over from women that this being a woman in America is, that that is, that they feel that. They 

feel that very acutely, where unless you sort of attune to it, you don’t necessarily feel your 

relationship to the whiteness of people, so, but it seems, so that you’re exploring it perhaps. And 

maybe it’s because the things you find about whiteness are positive, are sort of this positive 

identity you get and the things that many women feel [unclear] that they sort of get a negative —

that there are negatives of being a woman in this society.  

 

Adams: [00:06:29] I think that if you push hard enough as a woman, you can get what you want. 

I grew up in a patriarchal society, but I think—I don’t think it impacted me. Maybe it made me 

stronger, but I don’t feel like I’ve had hurdles, or I’ve had obstacles that were because of my 

gender particularly. I understand that many women have—feel that way, but—and I respect that, 

their journeys, but I don’t think that, because of the way my life has gone, I don’t think that 

that’s been a factor.  

 

Q: What’s your relationship to your white culture and sort of your community of white people or 

people that look like you? So, what is your—how sort of connected do you feel to whiteness? 

 

Adams: [00:06:57] I acknowledge that I’m white, and I have all sorts of privileges because of it, 

but I try not to take advantage of it. I see it all the time. I just see that people will defer to me 

where they may not somebody who is African American. If I’m dressed nicely, which I’m not 

always, but I just feel like I can get away with things that African Americans can’t. And just 
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yesterday, last night I was petitioning for something, and I felt like people were responding to me 

because I’m white. If I’d been black, I would not have gotten people to talk to me about what I 

was petitioning for. So, I just think that everything I do and say has been impacted by my 

whiteness, but I’m trying to — not to take advantage of people who are responding to me as a 

white person. 

 

Q: I guess what I’m really trying to get a little bit is that how you feel connected—you have your 

own, we all have, we all live in our own culture, the culture of our family, the culture of our 

community, the culture of people we’re connected to. And we have our own traditions. And 

people talk about black culture, the Latino culture, and is there a white culture that you feel 

connected to despite the fact that you’re sort of working to dismantle it, working to like, rectify 

it? Do you feel like you have some racial culture that you’re connected to? 

 

Adams: [00:07:45] I feel like white culture is pretty neutral and kind of not very interesting. I 

think white culture is—does not bring people together particularly. That people live individual—

they live as little units rather than as a community. So, I don’t feel like the white community is 

and the white culture is very distinct or has very many attributes that are that positive. Compared 

to other cultures where family and community are so strong and people are helpful to each other. 

We have stereotypes of what other communities are like and what ours is like. I don’t think ours 

is vibrant or our —I mean I live in it, I’m part of it, and I’m content with it, but I just don’t think 

it has impacted me particularly, or that it has a whole lot of variation. I don’t know. I’m 

struggling here. [laughs] I don’t think it guides my life particularly, or I don’t respond to it in a 

way that changes me or my family. I don’t think I can answer that question very well. [laughs]  
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Q: How did you feel living in a black-majority country for ten years? How did that change your 

understanding of whiteness? 

 

Adams: [00:08:39] Well unfortunately, I did not take advantage of being there for all those years. 

I didn’t have many black friends—African friends— 

 

Q: Can you sort of put my question and answer [unclear]. 

 

Adams: [00:08:44] Oh, I lived in Kenya for ten years, and I lived in an Asian family and kind of 

absorbed their culture more than the African culture, the host culture where I was living. And I 

feel bad that I did not spend more time with Africans, like Kenyans and that I didn’t take 

advantage of all those years. I would think I was too young to understand what it was. And if I 

were to go back now, I’d probably live—treat it differently.  

 

But when I returned to the United States, that was more of a—actually that was more of a culture 

shock than going to Kenya. Just because I felt like I had learned a lot about people and had a lot 

of respect for Kenyans because of the way they treated each other and the strength of the 

communities that I saw, and their interest in education. Education was paramount in everything, 

in the culture of the nation.  

 

And I didn’t find that when I moved back. I saw kids in school who are so apathetic, and it really 

frustrated me to see people who don’t respect education, and don’t—and aren’t trying to improve 
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their lives and improve—thereby improving the communities that they live in, so. It did not 

really move me towards an understanding of white privilege. But it was a good experience for 

me, and I recommend it. [laughs]   

 

Q: There are a couple more questions. Are you happy you’re born white?  

 

Adams: [00:09:35] If I had a choice, I think that I would want to be white again because it did 

allow me to experience a lot of things that I probably wouldn’t have had I been born black. But I 

wouldn’t say that I feel guilty about it. But I just want to always keep it in the back of my mind 

that I have all these privileges just because I’m white. And it’s hard to say no to privilege.  

 

Q: Is there anything that you really wanted to say in this that we didn’t touch on? Something that 

you think was really important about why you want to participate in this project and that 

anything important that we touched on? 

 

Adams: [00:09:58] Well, I would like to promote anything that would help more people 

understand what white privilege is. It’s such a vague concept, and it’s so difficult for people who 

have never thought about their whiteness. It’s difficult. If you’re black, you wake up every day 

and you know you’re black, and you think about it throughout your day. If you’re born white, 

you can go through the whole day and not even think about being white. I wish that more people 

would understand it and appreciate it, and anything that I can do that would move us toward that 

end, I would—I’m in favor of.  

 



  Adams – 1– 14 
 

Q: Well, thank you. What we’re going to do is we’re going to take a few stills of you now. So, 

you just need to not do anything. 

 

Adams: [00:10:17] Okay. I can do that real well. [laughs]  

 

M: Social [unclear] ten, fifteen seconds. 

 

Q: So just— 

 

M: Look right into the lens first of all. 

 

Adams: [00:10:22] In the lens, okay. 

 

Q: I know it’s hard.  

 

Adams: [00:10:23] Smiles? 

 

Q: No smile. Just relax your face. This is the hardest part of it all. [pause] Done.  

 

Adams: [00:10:35] Are we done? 

 

Q: Yes. 
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Adams: [00:10:35] [laughs] 

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 


