
 

 

 

 

STUDY ON WHITE PEOPLE 

The Reminiscences of 

Sarah Adams 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

INCITE 

Columbia University 

2018



 

 

 

PREFACE 

 

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

conducted by Whitney Dow on December 17, 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: And I was in undergrad, and he was sort of this legend, because he would always be in the 

library going to write, like, writing and writing. And the rumor was that his dissertation was on 

night in literature, which seemed like a really broad topic and understood why he never seemed 

to be finished. He was there, he had been there long before I got there, he was there my four 

years—  

 

Adams: [16:35:34] Yes, that’s his research, is showing up every night, that’s his archive. 

 

Q: Night in literature. I was like, okay, that’s pretty broad. 

 

M1: Slept in a coffin.   

 

Adams: [16:35:44] I was just talking last night at the party with a friend of mine whom I know 

from [The College of] William & Mary, but he actually has a film production company in 

Richmond and does a lot of kind of different media-based things. But he was talking about a film 

he made as an undergrad that was just about people who work at night, and he just followed, 

like, a hotel clerk, a drug dealer, a medical resident or something. And put together this, like, 

twenty-minute movie, which I thought sounded fantastic and was especially impressive for a 

twenty-one-year-old kid to come up with let alone execute. 

ATC Session #1 (video) 

Interviewee: Sarah Adams Location: Richmond, VA 

Interviewer: Whitney Dow Date: December 17, 2017 
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Q: I can tell you, as someone who teaches film—go ahead, I just— 

 

M1: What’s that? 

 

Q: I’m not going to—I can’t say it, because it’ll go on tape and then I’ll—did I give you that 

card? I have to mentally keep track. So, you said the party was fun? 

 

Adams: [16:36:35]: Yes, it was, it was a great party, actually, good buzz. Steady people, it was 

nice. I was in bed by two, perfect.  

 

Q: Nice. Now, I think it was hard, when you’ve talked to people all day long like this, it was very 

hard. I was like, can I go and talk?  

 

Adams: Yeah, right, no it is difficult, for sure. 

 

Q: So, but good. Well, thank you so much for coming. I really appreciate you coming on a 

Sunday, and especially with a massive vegan hangover. And so, first of all, can you tell me a 

little—like, your name, your age, where you’re from, a little about yourself? 

 

Adams: [16:37:14] Sure, my name is Sarah Adams, I’m thirty-nine years old. I’m originally from 

Boston, Massachusetts. I’ve lived in Virginia since 2005; from 2005 to 2014 I was in 
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Williamsburg, and I actually split my time a lot between Williamsburg and Boston. And then, I 

moved to Richmond in summer of 2014 and I’ve been here steadily since then.  

 

Q: Where in Boston did you grow up? 

 

Adams: [16:37:39] Hyde Park. 

 

Q: What was your childhood like? I know a little bit about Boston, I grew up in Cambridge. At a 

very different time than you. What was your neighborhood like, your community like, what was 

it like growing up in Boston? 

 

Adams: [16:37:57] Well, I mean, you know if you’re from Mass it’s—Metro Boston, no matter 

where you are it’s very parochial, it’s very insular. The neighborhood that I grew up in, Hyde 

Park, was historically Italian and Irish neighborhood that was just starting to integrate in the 

early ‘80s, which is when we moved there, in ‘82. And there was some violence going on against 

black people moving into the neighborhood at the time. Which petered out eventually over the 

course of the decade, but being Boston it’s still a very racist place. So, I would say just because 

the violence stops, the attitudes did not necessarily stop. In fact, they didn’t stop. But at this point 

the neighborhood is fully integrated, like, the last statistic I saw was that Hyde Park is fifty 

percent white and fifty percent non-white, with the majority of the non-white makeup being 

Caribbean immigrants.  
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Q: And how did living in a stratified place like Boston that had sort of both the legacy of racial 

violence and, really, a legacy of segregation, they’re sort of like the Balkans there. Inform or 

form your sense of your own self, your own racial identity? 

 

Adams: [16:39:10] I’m not sure that I understand the question. 

 

Q: How did your childhood impact your own sense of your own racial identity? 

 

Adams: [16:39:17] It’s funny, I actually went to a predominantly black elementary school. I was 

in the Boston Public Schools for my whole life, so my brothers and I were bussed into Roxbury 

for school. So I guess I still don’t quite understand the question that you’re asking, like, in terms 

of—or maybe it’s not that I don’t understand it, but because I went to an elementary school 

largely with students who were not white, I feel like I had much more of a historical background 

at school and in non-white people. So, it wasn’t quite as insular as it would have been. Does that 

make sense?  

 

Q: A little bit, but I’m trying to understand how your sense of your own race, your own racial 

identity, was formed by being in that particular environment.  

 

Adams: [16:39:57] Yes, I mean, I think that my racial identity was just constructed, again, like it 

was hard to think of it outside the opposition—opposite, opposition is not the right word—in 

contrast with the non-white students I was in school with. Because when I was at home in my 
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neighborhood it was a mostly white neighborhood. And the section we lived in was still also 

mostly white, but not entirely white.  

 

Q: Actually, one of the reasons why I started this project was I’d done a lot of projects on race 

and they were all oppositional, funny you use that word. And I was like, how do you do a non-

oppositional project on race that looks at whiteness, not in opposition of something, because it’s 

not always in opposition to something, right? It’s actually something that exists on its own, in its 

own way. So, what I’m sort of trying to understand when I talk to people is everybody has these 

very different upbringings, their home life is very different, how race is talked about in their 

home life, the communities; how insular how diverse, like, living in a white community, going to 

a [unclear] school. But people start to develop their own—the sense of their own racial identity. 

Some have no sense of it early on until some sort of precipitating event changes that, some 

people it’s something that they are very aware of from an early age. So, I’m just trying to get an 

understanding from you, how did you think about race, maybe a good question, a more simpler 

question, is when did you first become aware of your own race? 

 

Adams: [16:41:24] Probably in elementary school. Starting kindergarten and just being able to 

see that I obviously looked different from most of the kids who were there.  

 

Q: And how did that make you feel? 

 

Adams: [16:41:38] I don’t remember that it had any kind of revelatory impact on me. I certainly 

knew that black people existed. It’s not that I had never seen non-white people before. It was 
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certainly a different experience—it would have been a different experience being a minority. But 

I don’t remember it registering in any meaningful way, probably because I was five. I mean, 

you’re starting school, that’s overwhelming in a lot of ways, and gauging the ethnic makeup of 

my classmates was pretty low on the list of traumas. I was more bothered by getting up at seven 

o’clock in the morning. 

 

Q: How about you think about—not about your classmates, but about yourself. That your sense 

of being different and other than them, did that not—something that like processed, or something 

that you just, well this is just something that is. Or it was something you thought about? 

 

Adams: [16:42:01] Again, I think it was the latter, that I just took it as something that was, 

because I have no memories. If I had any kind of existential, not even crisis, but awareness of, I 

am white, and they are not white, I don’t recall it. I just remember the basic stuff about school, 

about starting kindergarten, starting first grade. And I don’t for a minute believe in a world of, 

for example, “I don’t see color,” or, “we’ve transcended race.” Not at all. But at five, at six, that 

was not part of my equation for how I was calculating my relationship to the world. Maybe it 

was, and I don’t remember it, but I have no memories of that.  

 

Q: Growing up, how was race talked about in your house? 

 

Adams: [16:43:11] Well, my parents were very socially liberal, which is part of why we were 

bussed for school. And so, we were talked to a lot about the Civil Rights Movement, and 

especially because Boston was a pretty racist city, neither of my parents were from Boston. And 
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I do remember conversations we would have with them about just making sure that we 

understood that black people were not treated well, historically, and also specifically in Boston, 

and that was just something to be aware of and to not participate in.  

 

Q: And as you grew older and went through high school, did race ever sort of enter into your—

how did you develop a sort of a narrative about who you were? Do you have a narrative about 

your own racial identity that sort of fit into your understanding of yourself and your 

environment, or was this something that still stayed in the background? 

 

Adams: [16:44:01] I think the latter, I think it still stayed in the background. Again, I don’t 

remember any part of my conscious identity in high school as being, “I’m a white fourteen-year-

old”. But also, because I’m part of a majority, then I’m going to be less conscious of the 

difference, it seems like.  

 

Q: And what was your friend group like growing up? Were they multiracial, was it like, were 

they more white, more black, more Latino, what was that like? 

 

Adams: [16:44:30] Yes. Well, in elementary school they were almost entirely black, because 

that’s who I was in school with, and there weren’t many children my age in the neighborhood. 

So, mostly black. My high school started in seventh grade, so it was – you’re  from Cambridge – 

I went to Boston Latin. So high school was seventh through twelfth grade, and you’re with the 

same people the whole time. So five hundred kids start in seventh grade and then you lose a 

couple hundred over the course of the six years, but that’s it, nobody transfers in. So, there the 
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racial makeup was not—it’s a Boston Public School, but it’s an exam school—the racial makeup 

was not majority black anymore the way it was in elementary school. It was definitely majority 

white, but I couldn’t even say. My high school class was probably forty percent non-white, 

maybe, and that would include everybody, like, Asian American, African American, Latino, 

everybody else. And there I would say my friends were majority white, probably reflected that 

makeup, actually. I don’t know, my friends were probably thirty percent non-white and seventy 

percent white, is my guess.  

 

Q: And, were there any racial issues at Boston Latin while you were there? 

 

Adams: [16:45:42] There was a very big racial issue the summer before my senior year, because 

they used a weighted system for entrance to the school. You had to take the entrance exam and it 

was weighted for non-white people, I don’t even know what the term—it was like an affirmative 

action thing for how it’s done. And a white girl didn’t get in, and so she sued, and then that 

began a several years’ court process that started my senior year. And it was a very big deal. It 

was a huge deal locally, it made news nationally, yes. 

 

Q: And what about sort of socially in the school, were there any racial issues inside the school? 

 

Adams: [16:46:21] I’m sure that there were, but nothing that I can remember that I knew about. 

But again, I was a white girl, there weren’t any racial issues against me, but I can’t imagine that 

there weren’t against black kids. 
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Q: Now, how often do you think about your own race? 

 

Adams: [16:46:41] Increasingly the last couple of years, especially with all of the execution of 

non-white people by policemen, it’s very hard not to be aware of it.   

 

Q: Can you give me an example of a time when you became aware of, or actually thought about 

your race, like it was brought to your attention, in a way? 

 

Adams: [16:47:02] I guess that it’s been more heavily on my mind the last couple of years. 

Before that, I’m trying to think, like, a specific example, like the first time my race was brought 

to my attention. Probably in elementary school, like later elementary school, but I don’t even 

know when or what. But, I feel like there did seem to be in the same way that I was saying 

earlier that kindergarten, first grade I was much less conscious of any racial divide other than 

recognizing that some of us were white and some of us were not white. But, I feel like later it 

was getting more—a lot more segregationist within the classroom, that might be overstating it. 

Again, it’s kind of hard to say, because there were so few white students. 

 

Q: And, you keep talking about yourself as, I’m just a white girl, I noticed this. What is it that 

makes you white? 

 

Adams: [16:48:04] The color of my skin.  

 

Q: That’s the only thing that makes you white?  
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Adams: [16:48:09] Yes, I would say for practical purposes, for this. I mean initially it’s always 

cosmetic, right? I mean, it’s phenotype and what you see, I mean that’s, yes. And there’s 

obviously a whole, you know, there’s more beyond that but I feel like the phenotypicality is the 

part that is most readily evident. 

 

Q: So, what you’re saying is that you’re white because people processed you as white. 

 

Adams: [16:48:33] Yes, I mean, yes. But also, I’m white because my skin has less melanin in it.  

 

Q: So, but is being white experiencing the world as a white person? Or, is being white sort of a 

genetic thing, as you said, so that you recognize yourself as white internally? Do you know—is 

like an external—is it something that’s put on you externally? Or is there something that you’re 

bringing to it internally? 

 

Adams: [16:48:56] Yes, well, of course it’s both, isn’t it? It’s cosmetic, but then it comes with an 

entire set of privileges. 

 

Q: What sort of—have you received any advantages being white? 

 

Adams: Sure. 

 

Q: Can you talk about some of those? 
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Adams: [16:49:13] I’ve never gotten a speeding ticket. I’ve never been shot by the police for 

being pulled over. I’ve never had any kind of police harassment at all, I think that’s the biggest 

one that comes to mind, now. Never.  

 

Q: Do you have a license? 

 

Adams: A driver’s license? 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Adams: Yes. 

 

Q: Oh, just checking. 

 

Adams: [16:49:34] And it’s just all the things we do talk about much more now and are more and 

more on peoples’ radars. But certainly, weren’t any part of meaningful discussion before the last 

few years in terms of, I can shop unmolested by the store detective, I can move through society 

without people assuming that I’m up to no good, like all of these things.  

 

Q: And so, as you think more and more about that, what does it make you feel? 

 

Adams: [16:49:58] Very angry.  



  Adams – 1 – 14 
 

 

Q: Can you explain a little bit? 

 

Adams: [16:50:03] Yes, it’s not fair. It’s not fair that I should get the privilege of just being 

allowed to live my life when I haven’t done anything, which is true. I mean I feel like I’m 

entitled to live my life without having done anything. But most people have gone through life 

doing nothing bad and are entitled to also live their lives, and they’re not given that, they don’t 

have the opportunity. 

 

Q: So, is changing that something that’s important to you?  

 

Adams: [16:50:34] Yes, of course, it should be important to everybody. 

 

Q: And so, what are you willing to do, personally, what are you willing to give up to change 

that?  

 

Adams: [16:50:45] Can you give me some examples of what you’re thinking of? 

 

Q: No, I’m actually asking if you’re—or, maybe it’s—maybe I’m not using too specific 

language. What do you think needs to happen for that to change, and how do you feel like you 

can participate in that change?  
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Adams: [16:51:02] I mean the thing that people would have to give up—is white people would 

have to give up their—and, like, their entitlement to being the exclusive possessors of this 

privilege. To just understand that other people also have a right to live their own lives. The more 

time that goes on, the more and more entrenched, and the more and more people seem to dig in 

just on the belief that they alone are entitled to these freedoms and they alone are entitled to, I 

don’t even know, just entitled to be. And that they alone are able to analyze what everyone else’s 

motives and intentionality and everything else is. 

 

Q: So, what are the mechanics of that, like how does that happen? 

 

Adams: [16:51:50] I think it is largely a question of disenfranchisement, of economic 

disenfranchisement. I think that it, you know, is a natural consequence, certainly of the last four 

hundred years of history. But also, since the ‘70s of just the death of manufacture, of American 

production, of any kind of meaningful middle class, of any kind of financial solvency for the vast 

majority of people. And that that insecurity, that financial insecurity, and the rampant anxiety it 

causes prompts people to just cling and dig in to whatever will help them to feel some kind of 

security and some kind of autonomy. And that often is going to mean putting someone else down 

so that they can feel better about themselves.  

 

Q: Why do you think that this has been something that you’ve started to think? I understand that 

the police killings, there’s been a sea change in the way this country has been thinking about race 

over the last couple of years because of a series of events. But why do you think someone who 

grew up in an admittedly racist town was one of a few people at—you know, went to these 



  Adams – 1 – 16 
 

integrated schools where you were a minority student, that you never really thought about your 

own race?  

 

Adams: [16:53:11] Well, again, I don’t know that I didn’t think about my own race, I just don’t 

remember because I was so young. Like as a child, I just don’t know. And for later in high 

school, right, like I said, I didn’t think about it much. And again, it’s because I was in high 

school, part of a majority. I mean, I think it’s easier to not think about it when you’re part of the 

bigger group. 

 

Q: And what about when you got to college, because you went to college in the South, right? 

 

Adams: [16:53:36] No, I went to GW for two years and then I dropped out and worked for a 

year, stayed in DC, and then I finished at UMass Boston.   

 

Q: Oh, okay. Did any of these things play out in college?  

 

Adams: [16:53:51] No, but I had kind of an unusual college education experience. I stayed pretty 

isolated. I had a group of friends who were actually, largely, people from home who I hadn’t 

been friends with at home, but was friends with there because I really did not like GW.  And 

some other people too. I mean freshman year was fun, but by the end of sophomore year—that’s 

why I left at the end of sophomore year, because I did not enjoy it. I couldn’t even tell you, I had 

my finger on absolutely no pulse at that school, like racially, socially, culturally, anything.  
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Q: That was just because you didn’t like the school and like personally you weren’t a good fit, so 

you weren’t connected to— 

 

Adams: [16:54:30] Yes, largely. Yeah, I just didn’t care for most of the students there. They 

were, I don’t know. They were different. They were just, like, rich kids from suburbs, like rich 

kids from the suburbs of Boston, rich kids from suburbs of New York, either Long Island or 

Philly, or New Jersey, rather. And then that’s why I found out New Jersey is also a suburb of 

Philadelphia, I had no idea. So, yes, it was just a very different experience. They weren’t bad 

people, but they just weren’t interesting to me at all.  

 

Q: And so, when did you go back? When did you start your grad studies? Was it immediately 

after college, did you take a bunch of time off? 

 

Adams: [16:55:08] No, I graduated and then I moved to France for a couple of years, and I was a 

nanny for a family in Paris. And then I came back to Boston, and I worked for, I guess just over a 

year—I came back in—oh no, for two years, I worked for two years and then I started grad 

school.  

 

Q: Where’d you work at? 

 

Adams: [16:55:28] I was a substitute teacher at my high school for the first year, and I was also 

at the same time a tutor at a public elementary school in Boston, in my neighborhood for first 

grade students. It wasn’t exactly tutoring, I ran like an after school thing where I just had a class 
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of five first graders who had already been pinned as—were not going to be doing well on the 

MCAS [Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System], which is the standardized 

achievement test, so they were being, already at six, called early to stay in for school for an extra 

hour and a half every day to get extra help with that. So, I did that. And then I got a job as a 

secretary at a nonprofit called the Boston Museum Project, which was a group trying to put 

together a history museum for the City of Boston, because we have a lot of history, but we have 

no history museum, weirdly. 

 

Q: And what made you go into American studies? What was, sort of drew you to say, after I’ve 

gone through college, this is where I want to be?  

 

Adams: [16:56:27] Well, I was an American Studies major in college. When I transferred to 

UMass Boston I wanted to major in journalism and they didn’t have a journalism program. So, I 

decided to do American studies, which I had never taken any coursework in before, but I thought 

well, that sounds good, because it’s interdisciplinary. It draws on history and literature, and those 

sound like two things that a journalist would need to know about. So, I may as well do this, and 

that will be kind of like the next best thing to actually getting a journalism degree. I mean, it 

couldn’t be less useful, so. So yes, I majored in American studies, and I just fell in love with it, 

as a field, as a discipline. I am a true believer in American studies. I believe in it with my whole 

heart, I still do. I think it’s great, I think everyone should have to do American studies, always.  

 

Q: But, some of us are busy, so.  
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Adams: [16:57:20] But, yes. So I did that, and then just doing all that coursework then for my 

last two years of undergrad. I knew I wanted to just keep doing that. I had a couple of 

particularly influential professors who I just, really admired them and what they did, and I 

thought that what they were doing was very important. So, I just wanted to pursue that.  

 

Q: How attached to your whiteness are you?  

 

Adams: [16:57:46] That’s a tricky question. Because on the one hand, because I benefit from it 

so much, it’s hard not to be attached. I mean of course I’m attached to it, because the alternative 

is to be unsafe at any place in public. So, I can’t say like, oh no I don’t need it at all. It keeps me 

alive in a way that the inverse doesn’t keep people alive. So in that sense, yes, very attached. In 

another sense, I mean, I certainly identify as white. But I mean, one of the pieces of privilege that 

attends being white is that you don’t think about being white all that much. So, on the one hand 

when I stop and think about it, I realize all the protections and all of the safety I have because of 

it, but on the other hand I have the luxury of not having to think about it all the time, either. Like 

I can just go about my day and do my stuff. And unless I consciously remind myself, like, oh 

yeah, I only get to do this because of the way I look, then I don’t even think about it in a way that 

non-white people certainly don’t have that luxury.  

 

Q: Would you voluntarily give it up?  

 

Adams: [16:58:53] No, because I would be giving up that safety. 
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Q: Do you feel that your gender or your race has had a bigger impact on your life? 

 

Adams: [16:59:05] On my life?  

 

Q: And can you quote my question in your answer? 

 

Adams: [16:59:20] Sure. Sorry, I have to think of it for a second, though. I mean, I think that 

probably my race has had a bigger impact on my life than my gender. Again, because of the 

specific protections offered by my race, and the specific, just, entrées that it offers and the safety 

that it offers.  

 

Q: Because of our history, like, how connected do you feel, you’re American studies, so how 

connected do you feel to the complicated history and sort of the white legacy of America? 

 

Adams: [17:00:00] Like, historically, you mean? 

 

Q: No, I mean, do you feel like you’re—do you feel like an American?  

 

Adams: Yes.  

 

Q: Do you feel like you’re connected, like, how do you feel connected to America in American 

history, personally? 
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Adams: [17:00:13] Well, I mean, again, because as a white American I’ve—and I’ve talked to a 

lot so far about the privileges I enjoy in the present. But those are all consequential, and the 

amalgamation of decades and centuries of events, and institutions, and policy that have been 

constructed to allow me to be this privileged now. So I mean, I feel like that’s the connection that 

I see. I think of it less in terms of oh, my ancestors were farmers in the Midwest, which they 

were and it’s great, some of them still are. But yes, I mean in terms of like a historical connection 

and a historical trajectory that’s culminated with my presence here today, like, it’s a white 

supremacist country.  

 

Q: So, are you proud to be American? 

 

Adams: [17:01:07] I am, I think America is an incredible place and a unique place, and a 

wonderful place in many ways. And it is also a very complex place and a very problematic place, 

and a very troubled place in other ways.  

 

Q: Are you proud to be white?  

 

Adams: [17:01:26] You will not get me to repeat that, there is no way. I do not think about my 

own race in those terms. 

 

Q: Are you ashamed to be white? 
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Adams: [17:01:41] That’s a good question. No, I’m not ashamed to be white. But I am absolutely 

ashamed of the centuries of horror that white people have wrought in this country, and that have 

culminated my ability to be here and be, like, this is great, I’ve never got a speeding ticket.  

 

Q: How do you reconcile those two things? This idea that I am who I am and I’m living my life, 

and I am not ashamed to be white, I’m not ashamed to be who I am, but yet I also believe, as you 

said, that there’s this legacy of racial horror that is my legacy as a white person. How do you 

reconcile that and find a just narrative to live?  

 

Adams: [17:02:38] I think the first part, like the last part of your question is the one I want to 

answer first. In terms of finding a just narrative, I don’t think you can find a just narrative. I 

don’t think there is such a thing as a just, like a fully just narrative. And I think if you want any 

kind of justice, you have to work for it. So, it’s not a question of finding a just narrative, it’s a 

question of making one. Again, this does tie in to what we’ve been talking about. I have a just 

narrative for me, like for me to make my own just narrative is exponentially easier than for 

someone who’s not white, exponentially easier. Because right off the bat I’m given every benefit 

of the doubt, which other people are not. 

 

Q: I guess what I think is that almost like if you’re black, you’re living almost an inherently just 

narrative, you’re moving from oppression to freedom, or trying to fight against oppression, right? 

And if you’re white, what is the arc of the narrative that you’re living on? Is it like okay, well 

I’m diving down, am I pulling up people to meet me? I think that we’re, as white people, we’re 

in this really complicated moment that’s kind of like, and I agree with you, it’s been the last three 
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years is because of technology and what we’ve seen. It’s because of the political stories that are 

out. But we’re in this complicated moment of trying to figure out, and I agree with you when I 

say what is a narrative. I believe you’re creating that, what is a narrative that we can create, and 

that we can live through our actions that allows us to feel just about the way we are in the world, 

and yet also recognize what it actually—the complexity and problematic issues that we are 

related to by the fact that we have all these privileges.  

 

Adams: [17:04:20] I’m not entirely sure I understand where you’re going, but I think the primary 

way would just be to—that white people are burdened, or should be burdened rather, to employ 

more empathy, I mean radically more empathy. I do think, and we were talking about this at the 

beginning, that that’s one of the problems, is people not being aware and not willing to be aware 

of how anyone’s story other than own—anyone’s story a differs from their own, and b matters at 

all. I think that’s the best way to start building a more just narrative, to try to construct a more 

just narrative is to recognize that injustice exists in the first place, and then to listen to those 

stories, to listen to those narratives from other people. I think that’s a start. 

 

Q: And because of the admitted complex history, do we as white people in 2017 remove from a 

lot of those things, do we owe black people something? 

 

Adams: [17:05:32] Yes, of course. 

 

Q: And what is it that we owe them? 
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Adams: [17:05:37] I mean, I think we owe anyone non-white our—absolutely our listening first 

of all, to listen to what they have to say. To keep them safe I would say, is a close second, just 

because of the events of the last few years; well not of the last few years, but that have come into 

greater focus in the last few years. We are burdened to help keep them safe, and again I don’t say 

burdened like this is a chore. I think we have a moral and an ethical obligation to do that. Sorry, 

what else were you asking? What was the question? 

 

Q: I think you answered it. Do you think that there’s a common white culture? Do you and I, as 

white Americans, share something that’s different than some—that is there a sort of a 

commonality that we have, we have sort of a connection because we’re white? 

 

Adams: [17:06:26] I think you and I have a connection because we’re from Boston. I think I can 

almost certainly assume we have very comparable socioeconomic backgrounds, I bet we like 

many of the same movies and much of the same ethnic food. I think that there is absolutely, you 

know, there’s diversity within white culture the way there is within any culture. I think it is 

largely, yeah, I would say largely even if it’s a simple majority, depends on socioeconomics. In 

part it’s regional, in part it’s geographical, but I think a lot of differences are socioeconomic. But 

again, you and I are from comparable places, so. 

 

Q:  Yes, but I think also, like I film a lot of people. I travel all over the country or do things, and 

I think that I have a very different relationship when I go into a place and film white people than 

when I go film on location with people that aren’t white. I just feel like there’s like, there’s not 

that I’m—even if I’m shooting someone who’s totally from a different part of the country and 
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socioeconomically totally different from me, there still is not—there’s the burden of history, but 

it’s not oppositional history that I’m bringing into the room with me. I guess that’s what I’m 

trying to get at. Like, I think people talk about black culture, about Latino culture. I think about 

white culture, like, if there’s one conversely there needs to be the other, isn’t just the absence of 

something. If there is something, and it is just the absence, what is that thing? What, and I think 

that we’ve been conditioned so much to push away this idea of whiteness, and in my opinion, 

you can’t really engage anybody else until you understand yourself and understand how your 

race is impacting the world, and your race is impacting situations, how you’re moving through 

the world. So, what is that? Is there some sort of universal white culture? And I know you can 

break it down into regionality, you can break down into ethnicity, but is there also some—well, 

people say that’s a white person, what are they saying? And sorry for a really long, complicated 

question, I’m just trying to sort it out. 

 

Adams: [17:08:36] I guess part of my problem with the question, and I see what you’re saying, 

and I think it’s a fair question in saying, like, well there’s black culture, so what’s white culture? 

How uniform and just, like, monothematic is the black culture, too? I mean it may seem that way 

to us, but we’re not black. And I certainly couldn’t speak to that, so I see that the flipside of the 

question is so within white culture, what makes white culture diverse? Or, what makes it more 

unified? It’s hard to come up with stuff that’s not, again, regional and socioeconomic. I can think 

of plenty of things that most white people I know like and are like, but it’s very hard to think of 

something that everyone likes or is like. That’s really hard to do. And it’s hard to do with anyone 

regardless of race, regardless of whatever qualifying aggregate we’re using. It’s very hard to say 

that everyone’s the same. Plus, because I’m trained as a cultural historian, again, you will not get 
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these words out of my mouth. I will not do it. Because that’s exactly what I’m trained to not do, 

is to just extrapolate assumptions based on a population.  

 

Q: Yes, you’re a cultural historian, but you’re also a human being.  

 

Adams: I am a human being. But these days historian comes first, I have to finish my 

dissertation. 

 

Q: Yeah, but you know, just look. 

 

Adams: Shell of a human being at this point. 

 

Q: I don’t see a shell. In your personal life, you obviously believe strongly about social justice, 

the career you’re pursuing, all these things. How diverse is your personal life? 

 

Adams: [17:10:34] Not terribly, I live in a— 

 

Q: Can you quote my question? 

 

Adams: [17:10:41] My personal life is not particularly diverse. I live in an integrated 

neighborhood, but the section I live in is still majority white, even though there are black people 

on my block, black people in the neighborhood. Everyone I work with is white at the bakery. Our 

clientele is majority white, not entirely, probably about eighty percent white and twenty percent 
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black, because again, we’re in a mixed neighborhood. I go to a gym that’s mostly black—that’s 

not true, I go to a gym that’s probably about half black and half white, maybe slightly more black 

than white. But most of my friends are white, the vast majority. Most of my classmates at school 

– and at this point I mean I’m almost never on campus, like I’ve been in school forever, so I 

couldn’t tell you anything about what the newer cohorts—but, the cohorts are never entirely 

white, but they’re always mostly white. Yes, I think my social life is not particularly diverse. My 

church is mostly white. Little, like, a handful of black people but not many.  

 

Q: Well, because I wonder. I have a similar experience, is that I’m, you know, I work on 

deconstructing white supremacy and I work on race. I have a black producing partner, but my 

close friends are all white, and I always wonder why it is that despite our understanding and 

despite our interest in it, why is it so hard to have a more integrated life? Because, it’s not 

something—I don’t shy away from it, I try and seek it out, and yet it doesn’t seem to stick. So, I 

think it’s complicated. 

 

Adams: It is complicated. 

 

Q: And, let me look here, we’ve worked through a lot of this stuff. Was there something that you 

were hoping that we would talk about when you came today, is there something that like I 

missed or you’re like, this is something that I think is really important or something that we’ve 

talked about that you think is bullshit and you, like, want to call? And, I’m really like, yes. 
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Adams: [17:13:10] Certainly nothing that I hoped we would cover, I wasn’t sure what the line of 

questioning would be other than it would be related to race. So, I didn’t come in with any 

expectations in that regard. I think I have had the most difficult time with trying to come up with 

kind of early awareness of my racial identity, because I feel like it sounds like I’m lying when I 

say, “I don’t know, I don’t remember when I realized I was white,” but I don’t. I’m sure it 

happened at some point, and, well I was going to say it has to have been in elementary school 

because that’s when I first started spending most of my time with non-white people. But I don’t 

know that that’s true. Maybe when I was three I saw a black person and had some kind of 

interaction where, that made me aware that I was different. I just don’t remember. And I think 

that’s not totally unusual, either, you probably saw this. This was a very kind of meme-y thing 

going around last year, that was, and it was heartwarming. It really was heartwarming and great, 

and then also, like, it’s not enough. That there were two little boys in kindergarten, somewhere, 

who were best friends and one of them got his hair cut just like his, like a really close, like 

shaved off haircut because he wanted to look like his best friend. He was like now the teacher 

won’t be able to tell us apart. And one is black, and one is white, and it’s like, it’s so sweet, aww, 

but I do believe that. I mean, again I think that’s why when you ask, well, when I started at a 

black school when did realize I wasn’t white, like, I don’t know, like I don’t. And the same with 

those two little boys it didn’t even occur to them that their teacher’s not going to know—or that 

their teacher is going to be able to tell them apart, even though they have the same haircut. I 

mean, I think that’s kind of a, not a more interesting question, necessarily, but it’s a different 

question. I would not envy you doing on camera interviews with five-year-olds, but you know, 

trying to parse that. 
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Q: You know what, they’d be better than some adults I’ve interviewed.  

 

Adams: [17:15:04] But yes, just parsing where that starts to happen, when and where. Because, 

presumably, it does happen around five, six, seven, where you become aware of those 

differences. 

 

Q: Have you ever seen the doll study? 

 

Adams: Is that, yeah, I’ve heard of it, it’s like — 

 

Q: The black and white dolls to five-year-olds, they say which is the good doll, which is the bad 

doll, which is the pretty doll, which is the—and at four, five, people are like, and both black and 

white kids are picking the white doll. Look it up, watch it, it will break your heart. It is 

devastating to watch. And so, but yes, I think very early on you see, I guess, I just want to, 

because I grew up in Boston and I— 

 

Adams: Did you go to Ringe [Cambridge Ringe and Latin High School]? 

 

Q: I went away to school and then I went to the Cambridge School of Weston. I went to 

Peabody, the local public school. But I was so aware, because I grew up, I’m about fifteen years 

older than you, the—I grew up during the bussing. And it was such an incredible racial tension 

when I was a teenager, and it was, I mean I went to the North End to when I was a counselor 

with a bunch of black kids to take them to the pool. And I was told by the local white kids that if 
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they went in the pool that they were all going to get hurt. And I had to like, explain to the kids. I 

was probably twelve or thirteen, having to explain to, like, ten-year-old kids they couldn’t go 

swimming in the public pool. I had a lot of experiences in Boston that were extremely racially 

charged, black friends being treated differently by the police, by all these different things.  

 

I don’t think you’re lying, I’m not saying—I don’t think you’re avoiding it. I just think it’s—we 

all have different experiences and different trajectories through life, and at different times when 

things present themselves to you. Different personalities, you may have had your own things that 

you were focusing on in high school that kept you from looking out or experiencing that thing. 

So, that’s not—it’s certainly not anything that I think is—I think anybody who’s done this 

survey, come in and agreed to sit down and talk to me… I take what they say on faith that 

they’re, yeah, they’re—it’s complicated conversations. I think that we try and construct 

narratives for ourselves that make us able to live our lives. We’re the most unreliable narrators of 

our own narratives. That’s just a reality, so.  

 

Last thing, I don’t—how much time, where are we on time? Forty-five? I just quickly want to 

ask you, is the work that you’re doing on your dissertation, does it intersect with this at all on the 

baked goods, I was wondering if it’s something that’s totally— 

 

M2: I was wondering this, I was hoping you would ask. 

 

Adams: [17:18:12] Not a lot, not so far, for what I’ve been doing, so what I’m looking at is 

specifically the material and visual culture of baked goods. Actually, there are many ways in 
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which it intersects, I should say, let’s start over. One of my chapters is about animation and 

there’s a lot of really cool animation in the 1930s, that’s when it went to color, and it’s all short 

at that point until The Seven Dwarves comes out, Snow White. So, everything’s like six, seven, 

eight minutes at the most. There’s a lot of anthropomorphic food, which is what I’m looking at, 

and a lot of anthropomorphic desserts and a lot of variations on Hansel and Gretel, and things 

like that. In many of these movies there’s a lot of heavily racialized animation in caricature, 

including with the food stuff, which is interesting. I mean, there’s actually a whole DVD of 

cannibalism in animation in the ‘20s and ‘30s and ‘40s, which is, it’s fascinating, and it’s 

disgusting. It’s pure racist imagery. And it’s a trope that they used, because it’s thought to be 

funny. And it’s awful. The stuff I’m looking at doesn’t get that just insidious, well, no that’s a 

lie. I would argue that what I’m looking at is more insidious because it’s not openly derogatory. 

But a lot of Hottentot Venus imagery, stuff like that, like made out of Jell-O, things like this. So 

it’s interesting that it’s there, I mean that is absolutely in an intersection between dessert and race 

and financial austerity during the Depression. So, yes.  

 

Stuff like that. I have a chapter on cookbook illustration and same thing. The illustrations never 

depict—I’m just looking at commercial cookbooks that are issued by food companies—they 

never depict black people in any capacity other than as servants, and they depict almost no black 

people at all. But when they do it’s always either a mammy that there is a lot of going back to 

that imagery of mid-19th century. There’ll be butlers, there’ll be Pullman porters, but there’s 

never a black family sitting and eating, like, Quaker Oats or something like that in the way that 

they will show white families doing all this stuff.  
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Q: Well good, I’m getting the high sign from Nomi [phonetic] that we’re at the end of our time, 

so I really appreciate you coming in. We’re going to take a few pictures of you now, so you just 

need to just look at the camera, you can sweep your hair a little bit out of your eye, there we go.  

 

Adams: Sorry, it keeps escaping. 

 

Q: That’s okay. And we’re just going to take some stills, a video still. Just relax your face. You 

can smile now.  

 

Adams: I can’t smile ever.  

 

Q: You have a very nice smile. 

 

Adams: [17:21:13] I will not. Thank you. Wait, can I talk, or do I have to be quiet? What’s this 

thing called where I can see your face, this is like, Errol Morris’ thing is he’s in the other room, 

right? He has the Interrotron or whatever, so that’s not this. 

 

Q: That’s the Interrotron. This is called EyeDirect, and it’s a mechanical Interrotron, it’s actually 

much better than an Interrotron, for me anyway, I’ve used both. I used to use the Interrotron for 

this, but then you have to look at the video camera and I’m not looking—this way I can actually 

look into your eyes, and it’s a really interesting way. It both de-contextualizes us because it’s not 

as weirdly intimate as this, but at the same time it keeps your eye line directly into the camera 
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and I can really make a connection with you, and I can keep eye contact with you throughout the 

interview, which is really helpful, I think to sort of judge emotion, all that stuff.  

 

Adams: [17:22:08] Yes, I really thought it wouldn’t work, and I feel like as I get more and more 

mired in trying to finish school I get shadier and shadier, and like make less and less eye contact 

with people, and like scuttle sideways like a crab out of rooms and stuff because I don’t want 

them to ask how my progress is going. So and I was thinking, well I’m not going to look in the 

eye of that thing, like I don’t look anyone in the eye, but it’s actually been great, because yes, 

because I can actually look at you without you looking at me and asking me how my 

bibliography is shaping up.  

 

Q: How is that bibliography? 

 

Adams: Kill you dead. 

 

Q: No, but yes, so it’s weird, there’s a woman who I interviewed just previous to you, she said, 

“You know, this is much easier than looking at your real face.” 

 

Adams: Oh, absolutely, nobody wants to look at that. Yeah, this is great. 

 

Q: And it’s really nice because you don’t have to—when I’m looking in the Interrotron, you’re 

looking in my eyes and I’m—in order to keep eye contact I have to put a camera lens, and so I’m 

constantly doing this, and it’s a really weird way of doing it. So, I don’t— 
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Adams: [17:23:11] But, it was revolutionary, right, I mean this is. I’ve actually, like, I still don’t 

understand what an Interrotron looks like, and I’ve like studied the diagrams, and I don’t get it. 

Because, the interviewer is in another room, right? 

 

Q: All it is is it’s a teleprompter. So you see them all the time, it’s just a screen that’s kind of like 

this glass but it’s at an angle that has a projection underneath that it reflects on, and it’s just a 

video camera in another room pointed at a person and it’s projecting the room, but there’s also—

I’m seeing the camera feed of you, so I— 

 

 

M1: But you have to look away to see the camera feed. 

 

Q: Yes, so it’s—it was revolutionary. 

 

Adams: In like 1981 or whatever. 

 

Q: Yes, well you get it and still uses it, but this guy, this was developed by a D.P. in Texas, and 

there’s a couple versions of them. This thing I like a thousand times better. 

 

Adams: It’s great.  
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Q: And it’s also, you don’t have to charge it or plug it in or whatever, no wires, it’s just 

mechanical. So, it’s cool. 

 

Adams: Yes, it is cool.  

 

Q: Anyway, thank you, this was great, we’ll take this off. I really appreciate you coming in. 

 

Adams: Yes, I’m sorry, I feel like I—  

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 


