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PREFACE 

 

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

Faris conducted by Interviewer Whitney Dow on September 29, 2017. This interview is part of 

the Study on White People.  

 The reader is asked to bear in mind that s/he is reading a verbatim transcript of the 

spoken word, rather than written prose. 



 

 

Q: Okay. Now, I know nothing about you because Sam didn’t give me any information. So I 

know nothing about you. So this is a good way to start. Can you tell me your name, where you’re 

from, what you do and a little bit about yourself? 

 

Faris: [05:24:38:36] My name is Ken Faris. I live in Battle Creek, Michigan, originally from the 

Ann Arbor/Ypsilanti area, so southeastern Michigan. I’m a management consultant with 

Accenture Interactive. And we do digital transformation. So we help companies get digital and 

serve customers and do that kind of stuff. It’s pretty fun. 

 

Q: And what motivated you to get involved with this project? 

 

Faris: [05:24:48:19] I think I got an email or a text or something. Somebody invited me, and it 

sounded interesting. And I think it’s an important issue, so I said sure. I’ll take a survey. And 

then the video request, or the interview request came in a couple of weeks ago. Again, I’d almost 

totally forgotten about it. And so, sure, why not? 

 

Q: And when you say it’s an important issue, what’s an important issue? 

 

Audio Transcription Center Session #1 (video) 
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Faris: [05:24:59:42] So yeah, the issue, I think, of perceptions, opinions, interactions of race in 

America today is pretty important. And that’s how I’m kind of thinking about just because of the 

current climate and all the issues that have been persisting but are maybe a little bit more heated 

these days, that’s the context that I’m living in. So that’s how I’m approaching this particular 

conversation. 

 

Q: And how would you describe yourself? From your job to your parenting to your race to your 

thing, what is the hierarchy of your identity? How do you think of yourself when you think of 

yourself out in the world? 

 

Faris: [05:25:18:53] I guess I think of myself as myself first. I don’t know. I guess I think of 

myself as a person with a family. And I’m trying to kind of get over or get to a place where I’m 

maybe a little more financially independent. I guess that’s kind of what drives me. And then, 

secondarily, just trying to do the right thing and maybe make sure that there’s still a world later, 

maybe those are the two major competing thoughts. 

 

Q: You said that the conversation of race is important. How often do you think of your own 

race? 

 

Faris: [05:25:39:42] I think it’s pretty pervasive. I think it’s something that I think about every 

day in some way, shape or form. Maybe it’s because I tune in to news and radio, and we’re a 

fairly political family. And so, we talk about it a lot. It’s an issue that my wife is passionate about 

and that she takes action on. And the group of folks that we socialize here are actively involved 
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in that. So it’s kind of at the forefront of our daily life. But in terms of me thinking about my 

own identity, I don’t know. I think it comes up occasionally. I don’t know. I think it’s just sort of 

a subtext. I think it’s an undercurrent. 

 

Q: Can you remember a situation where you became acutely aware of your own race? 

 

Faris: [05:26:04:02] Yeah. So this is a really explicit example. We were out to dinner and drinks 

with the team that I’m working with right now, the consulting team. And just by happenstance, 

the folks that are Indian or Caribbean and Asian were at one table. And we all work together all 

the time. Everybody’s working together great. And all the white folks were at another table. And 

so then some of those guys started making fun of us. And then we come over and we start talking 

about it. And everyone is kind of like a family on this team. We’ve been working together for a 

year. We spend a lot of time together. And it was called out as kind of a joke. But then you 

become acutely aware. And then, we actually start talking about it and learning a lot of 

interesting things. Like Val, her family is from Guiana but by way of India. So I learn about this 

whole kind of migration pattern. Anyway, so we started talking about it. And it’s a friendly 

conversation. But, it was stark. And it was called out. And so, we had to deal with it. 

 

Q: And going back to that story, when you say it was called out, who called it out? 

 

Faris: [05:26:56:54] I think Adrian did. I think my friend on the team, Adrian called it out. And 

you know, he’s from Trinidad. And so, it was the Indian/Asian/Caribbean crew. And they’re 

like, “Hey guys,” calling us out and making fun of us. And he’s kind of an instigator anyway. 
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But, it was in good nature. But also, it reflected a reality. So anyway, it struck a chord. And I 

think people made a point to come over to the table. 

 

Q: When he called it out, what was your first reaction to it? Was it embarrassment? Was it 

funny? Was it like, oh yeah, this is weird? How did you process that? 

 

Faris: [05:27:16:02] I just took a moment and then just got up and went over and sat down at the 

other table and just continued the conversation. It had been a fluid situation of seating over the 

course of the evening. That was a moment in time where things were divided or segregated on 

those lines. It was consciously just sort of like, okay, there’s no way that I can still sit in this seat 

any longer. And so I’m going to go over and just rejoin that table that we’d all been at before and 

continue the conversation. And the conversation turned to each individual person’s background. 

And so, we all kind of learned a little bit more about one another and just kind of where people 

came from. But even then, I didn’t go into any of the details of my background because, you 

know, it probably would have just exacerbated the previous—yeah. 

 

They say, well, where does your family come from? I’m like, well, there’s some Jewish 

background. There’s some Eastern European. But, mostly it’s English folks that came and 

conquered other people. And that’s documented. So I didn’t really want to talk about that that 

much. 
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Q: Well, it’s funny because that was actually going to be my next question when you said you 

went into people’s backgrounds, whether the white people went into their background or whether 

it was just finding out about the people who were not white’s background. 

 

Faris: [05:28:03:41] It was a little bit of both. The one in particular was the woman that I 

mentioned before. So it was interesting to know that her family, her folks or her ancestors had 

migrated from India to—I think it’s Guiana on the north coast of South America and then had 

migrated. So we talked a little bit about that and kind of got to know it and talked about her visits 

going back there. But then I think another guy who was born and raised in India and then came 

over later, I think he almost felt obligated to ask. He’s like, so what’s your background, Ken? 

And I gave a couple of data points and then sort of let it trail off and changed the subject because 

I didn’t feel like I needed to take up that space. 

 

Q: But it’s sort of funny, don’t you think, that in some way, in the US we’re currently obsessed 

with identity now, obsessed with identity politics. And yet, we as white people don’t really want 

to talk about it, when I would argue we have the most powerful white males, isn’t it, the most 

powerful identity in America. Why do you think that that’s so hard to talk about? 

 

Faris: [05:28:58:46] I think it was more of the situation because I talk about it with other 

people—family members, close friends. It just seemed like under those circumstances, maybe 

because of the way that Adrian kind of called us out and said hey, everybody, there was sort of 

that context for the conversation. And then, for me to say oh yeah, going back to the Seventeenth 

Century even, my people were here. I know the details in some of them. And it’s basically a 
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story of oppression. And so, in that context I’m like I just don’t really want to have this 

conversation right now. Or I didn’t feel like I wanted to start that conversation. But we then sort 

of pivoted to just sort of general philosophy. It just felt like it would have been an imposition 

almost. 

 

I felt like the assumption was that folks probably thought that or knew that. And so, for me to say 

that would have almost been like asserting it in a way. And I didn’t want to assert that. I just 

wanted to maybe bring up some less obvious points and then kind of leave it, acknowledge the 

other part, but then sort of leave it at that. So I was trying to avoid what I perceived to be an 

opportunity for me to assert my whiteness over that when it’s obvious. It didn’t need to be 

discussed in detail. 

 

Q: Again, it’s an interesting conversation. What is our relationship to our history? What is the 

relationship? Here we are in 2017. You didn’t oppress anybody. I don’t know you that well, but 

since I’ve met you in the last fifteen minutes, what is our relationship to that history? 

 

Faris: [05:29:52:24] It’s conflicted. 

 

Q: And can you put my question— 

 

Faris: [05:29:54:24] Yeah. So my relationship to that history of whiteness and race and identity 

in America is really conflicted because on the one hand you’re kind of fascinated and curious 

and proud. For example, before the interview started I’d mentioned the origins of my last name. 



  Faris – 1– 9 
 

And up until last year, we had no idea of the birth or the backstory of my paternal grandfather 

because that had all been lost to history after the adoption. And he, my paternal grandfather, had 

left and started another family. I never met him. My father never met him or hardly ever knew 

him. And then, come to find out, we thought he was Scottish. What is it? What did we think the 

last name was? Wallace, but it wasn’t. It was Walton. Then, my uncle finds the records. And all 

of a sudden we realize that we can trace this guy back to the Thirteenth Century, and we know 

the village in England, and that he came over to the States in 1630 and was a colleague of John 

Harvard at Cambridge before he came to the States. And they landed in Massachusetts in 1630. 

 

And so it’s like, wow, that’s really interesting. And I want to be kind of proud of that. But I 

know what else comes with that. And I know that I have benefited from that tacitly just by virtue 

of having the genetics that I have. And it’s sort of like, wow, I just sort of want to just cut that 

off. I just want to just stand on my own. But at the same time you want to understand it because I 

admit that the not knowing the grandfather’s history was a gap. It was a dark spot on the radar. 

And it was something that you just want to fill in. And then once you do you have to kind of 

grapple with it. So but then I guess that takes us right back to the conversation in the bar because 

who am I to be conflicted about that, right, like, conflicted about the privilege? So I explicitly 

acknowledged the privilege in that conversation. And then I wanted to step away from it because 

I didn’t want to complain about that, don’t want to say, well, it’s really—no, it’s not tough, Ken. 

It’s not, okay? It’s just not. Let’s talk about baseball. 

 

Q: It’s definitely a strange thing. Are you happy that you’re white? 
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Faris: [05:31:20:17] I am. I have to admit, and not because I think the alternatives are any less 

so. But, I just know that it’s harder to not be white in America and in other places as well. So I 

feel that I benefit from it. But at the same time I feel that I’m compelled to try and reduce that 

inequity and acknowledge it and say, yeah, I’m sure I receive benefits every day that I’m not 

even conscious of. And it makes life better. I won’t deny that. But as a result I feel that I have a 

responsibility to try and, in some way, offer those same good things to other people that haven’t 

been just given it by virtue of their birth up to this point, because that’s the ideal that we’re all, I 

think, operating under, at least ostensibly because we live in this country. 

 

Q: And how practically does that work? When you say you have a responsibility, how do you 

then do that, both personally and as a community? And can you put my question into your 

answer? 

 

Faris: [05:31:56:05] Oh, sure. So how do you do that? How do you actually put that in action? 

It’s much harder. It’s much harder. It’s easy not to. It’s so much easier not to. The default setting 

is to get up and go to work and just do my life and just continue as though this is how everything 

should be. It’s harder. I think it’s through small and large acts. It’s from putting a Black Lives 

Matter sign in your yard to going to vigils to supporting minority organizations and friends and 

family in town and, when given the option, I guess, giving back the best way that you know how. 

At the same time, I also want to take sort of an approach of do no harm and not to make it sort of 

an act of patronage or fetishizing this sort of thing. It’s like we’re all in this together, so let’s do 

things together to make things better somehow. 
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And I think my wife does a much better job of proactively seeking those things out. And so, then 

I support and participate because I spend the majority of my time just working to pay our 

mortgage and do those things. But at the same time even in the course of daily working life I 

think just acknowledging things, having certain conversations, it’s a game of inches, I guess, on 

a day-by-day basis. And then occasionally there’s some larger things you can do. But yeah, I’m 

sure I could do much more. And the inertia is to not really do anything, honestly. So it has to be a 

conscious effort, I think, to break out of that comfort zone. And I’m sure I do it maybe five 

percent of the time that I should, or at least I think so, if I had to be honest with myself. 

 

Q: What’s the benefit to doing it? Why do it? What’s motivating you to do it? What’s the return, 

the ROI? 

 

Faris: [05:32:58:37] Yeah, so I think that if we have institutional racism, if we have economic 

inequality, and by keeping people out of the system, even if we think about it from a statistical 

point of view, we reduce the number of opportunities we all have to have better things. And I 

think that if we maintain those inequities and we widen them, we increase the likelihood that 

we’re going to have catastrophic failures of society and/or systems where you have clashes and 

outbreaks. And if we think about it from a point of view of just, okay, life on planet Earth, we 

have to maintain it somehow, we’re better off trying to bring people up than to try and keep them 

where they’re at, especially if they’re where they’re at because of past explicit institutional 

inequities, it’s a drag on everyone’s humanity, I think. And you see it every day. 
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And if you can’t see it, if you can’t see folks in that situation and not have a sense of how they 

got there and your role in it, then I think you’re blind. And so it’s for enlightened self-interest, 

maybe, overall kind of peace and prosperity quotient. But, that’s kind of how I think about it. If 

we don’t do it, we just don’t get where we need to go. 

 

Q: That’s a really optimistic view, a way to frame it because some would say, well, it’s more of a 

zero-sum game that for some to gain others have to lose. And let’s be totally real. As white 

males, educated white males, the opportunities for someone like me thirty, forty years ago were 

better than they are now. I could build a better life easier. I could work less. There was a lot of 

opportunity for me. So what balances that out? 

 

Faris: [05:34:01:05] I think it’s that we just have to realize as white males, I think we have to 

realize that it was better, but it wasn’t fair. It wasn’t because of us. It wasn’t because of anything 

inherent to us. It was because the system made it so. And that system was limiting everyone’s 

opportunity to grow. So if we do away with that system, it’s not that we have to give away less. 

It’s that the tide rises for all boats to a level that we can’t or haven’t imagined yet because we’ve 

been spending so much time and energy just trying to keep other people down for so long. What 

innovations could benefit all of us and give someone like myself, let’s say an Indonesian and a 

Japanese and an African American guy and gal come up with some new software or something 

that I can innovate with and that I do better with. 

 

We’re increasing the size of the pie. We’re not trying to reallocate the slices of the same pie, in 

my opinion. And it’s a tougher argument to make maybe because you can’t quantify it because 
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there’s no precedent. But, I think that’s the only route that I think that we can take and not 

collapse on ourselves. 

 

Q: I said that that’s a really optimistic view. I’m not saying that it’s a wrong view. I just think 

that it’s a really optimistic view because I think that in my own sort of like exploration of it, 

there is loss. Just when you talk about that relationship you have to your personal history, that 

you said, oh, I recognize this, but I want to cut it off. I recognize this. And is there loss in that 

equation, too? 

 

Faris: [05:34:52:54] I don’t know if it’s loss. I think it’s just finding other things or finding a 

different point of view on certain things. So for example, I could look at the benefit of that 

history being some kind of spirit of adventure and discovery, not to whitewash all the other shit 

that goes with it, which is horrific, but to say, okay, in that light I can still acknowledge it. I don’t 

have to completely blot it out. But I can only fully appreciate it if I understand the negatives as 

well and acknowledge that. I mean, looking back at historical records on my mother’s side, you 

can see the names of the slaves. You know the names of the slaves that your ancestors owned. 

You know the names of the plantations that they owned. And there’s no way around it. There’s 

no way around it. So to cut that all off is to forget and to potentially perpetuate. 

 

So it’s like, okay, that’s interesting. Those people had this benefit and had this life. So let’s kind 

of think about it and acknowledge it but not idealize it and not sort of put it up on a pedestal but 

to criticize it and to be honest about it and to say probably one of the only reasons that I’m sitting 

where I am today is because of that. And that’s not fair. I think you have to tie it back to that. 
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Otherwise, it’s so much easier to say, well, of course I deserve this. I created it with my own—

that’s not true. Even if we’re thinking about generational, I didn’t create it with my own two 

hands out of thin air. There were hundreds of years of things that played into where I lived, who 

I lived with that completely shaped what I’m able to do even today. So I don’t know if that 

answers the question or not. But, I think it’s not cutting it off. 

 

It’s just looking at it plainly and connecting it to yourself but not taking advantage of it or not 

holding it up as a future ideal, like thinking about old New England or whatever. No, that 

probably wasn’t really great for anybody. It probably sucked to live in that time. But, trying to 

find some good in it but really calling out the bad, I don’t know. That’s a tough one. That’s so 

tough.  

 

Q: And is that an actual story that your mother’s ancestors owned slaves in New England, and 

you tracked it through? 

 

Faris: Yes, yeah. 

 

Q: Was that something that you actively did in your family to try to understand your past? Could 

you talk a little bit about that? 

 

Faris: [05:36:12:46] My uncle did. My uncle did. He did the genealogy. And some others of us 

have traced down these other parts of the family tree out of curiosity. My wife traced her family 

back to the Crusades. And one of her family names was given because they were known for 
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going and killing Jews in the Middle East. On my father’s side there’s likelihood that we have 

Jewish lineage going back to that same time period. We don’t fight about it at the dinner table. 

But, it’s a little chilling. And even today on Facebook there was an exchange between my 

cousin, Daniel, whose mother is Jewish, and my grandmother, our grandmother, the mother of 

his father, my uncle. And he was talking about slavery and he was talking about an encounter 

that his wife had had with someone who said, “Well, it probably wasn’t that bad.” 

 

And they were just sort of beside themselves that in today’s day and age that that could even be 

held. And my grandmother sort of responded to one of the texts and said, “Well, what if there’s a 

different approach and some people say they’re kind of grateful that that happened to their 

ancestors so that they can be here now?” For my cousin, Daniel, whose grandparents were in the 

concentration camps, that’s a tough one. I don’t know how he’s dealing with that today when 

he’s thinking about his grandmother having that conversation with him and trying to parse her 

feelings. That’s tough. That was today that conversation was happening. And how do you go to 

Thanksgiving? It’s not just that family history. It’s points of view today that come together in 

very difficult ways. 

 

And you just have to make decisions. I haven’t come to grips with that one. I haven’t weighed in 

on the conversation. I haven’t talked to anybody about it. You guys are the first people that I’m 

talking to about it. But, that’s a struggle. That’s a big one. 

 

Q: Once you have this knowledge, and we talked a little bit about what you do on a day-to-day 

basis, but what’s your obligation to that history? If you can track down the people that your 
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family owned, do you have any obligation to those people? Do you have any obligation to act on 

that knowledge in some way? 

 

Faris: [05:37:24:07] I think I do. I don’t feel compelled to track those individual people down. 

But I do feel compelled to— 

 

Q: I’m sorry. Can you put some of my question— 

 

Faris: [05:37:27:23] Yeah, sure. Being able to trace the history back to individual people that my 

ancestors owned and oppressed as slaves, what do I do about that? That’s the question. What do I 

do about that today? To track those individual people down, I don’t feel compelled to do that. 

What I do feel compelled to do is to take political action even to the extent of supporting 

legislation for restitution because I’m comfortable with the fact that the economic conditions that 

we live under today were impossible without slavery and that hundreds of generations of people 

were denied a place at that table. But yet others benefited from it. So I’m okay with that. I would 

support that legislation. Also, just everyday local votes, voting for minority candidates, women 

candidates, getting representative government actually in place will help, I think. 

 

Yeah, I think that’s probably one of the most powerful and pervasive things that we can do. But, 

I feel like that would be helping change the institutional conditions and not just maybe making 

me feel a little bit better by having a conversation with somebody and having them say, “Oh, it’s 

okay. It’s not your fault,” or just even getting to know them. That’s fine. That would be fine. But, 

it’s a bigger issue. And they haven’t sought me out. And so, I don’t know if I feel okay imposing 
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myself on them as individuals. But if there’s something I can do to try to change the general 

institutional fabric, yes, let’s continue to do that. 

 

Q: You clearly have an understanding of your past, of your history. You seem to be a guy who’s 

really comfortable with himself. Do you have a relationship to white culture? Like, black culture, 

people talk about their own identity. Do you feel connected to white culture? 

 

Faris: [05:38:24:51] I don’t know if I feel connected to it. I think I’m implicitly a part of it. 

 

Q: Can you put me— 

 

Faris: [05:38:27:22] Oh, yeah. So I guess the question is, do I feel like I’m a part of, or do I 

identify with white culture? I don’t know if there’s a white culture. I think I’m very hesitant to 

say that I do because I think that’s a slippery slope. And I just think about sometimes when I go 

to places or family functions. And it’s like, you see people of a certain generation. And it’s like 

everybody’s white. And they’re really white, in the stereotypical kind of way. And you’re just 

like, wow, this is really uncomfortable. But at the same time, I know that I mostly socialize with 

other white people. So I know that I’m a part of it. I know that I’m a part of a white culture or an 

aspect of it implicitly. I don’t think I take a lot of concerted action to not do that. 

 

But at the same time I’m also thinking about my daughter’s school. Picking her up from school 

today. It’s probably thirty percent white, maybe seventy, eighty percent black and Hispanic. And 

I’m like, okay, so this is a part of my experience, part of her experience. Okay, great. I think 
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about my working environment where my immediate team is at least fifty percent people of other 

ethnicities. So it’s not post-racial. It’s not that. It’s just still so kind of immersed and embedded 

in it that I’m not even aware of it, I think. Yeah, I don’t even know how to really answer what 

white culture for me would be because I think I’m probably too close to it. 

 

Q: Well, it’s funny because actually you keep getting to the question before I get a chance to 

answer them, which I like. But this idea, which I often ask myself, is that you’re clearly someone 

who’s thought a lot about this. You care about it. You’re open to like all kinds of different 

actions. You work in an integrated workspace. You send your child to a white-minority school, 

which a lot of people would be really uncomfortable with. You do all these things. And yet in 

your personal life you say that your family, your close friends, they’re all white. Is that a 

problem even? I mean, is that a problem? Is that a contradiction? What’s going on? 

 

Faris: [05:39:31:23] I don’t socialize a ton either. And it’s not all white, but it’s mostly white. 

But I guess I don’t socialize a ton regardless. I don’t know if it’s a problem or not. It’s not like 

you have to have a quota on your friendship. It’s like, oh, it has to be eight percent Asian, 

seventeen percent African American or whatever. But, I think about my neighborhood, where 

there’s a couple of black families. There’s a Hispanic family. There’s a Middle Eastern family all 

within—we never socialize. I mean, you say, “Hey, how are you doing?” You wave as you go 

by, whatever. But those are the immediate neighbors. Some of their kids go to school with our 

daughter. I don’t know. I think it’s a little bit more about common interest. 
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And I might not be a great example because I’m maybe not the most social person. But I do 

know the circle of folks that I would consider a social circle. It’s got to be at least eighty five, 

ninety percent white easily. And is that a problem? I think it probably is. Sam and I were talking 

before the interview. This city is more segregated now than it’s ever been, according to some 

recent studies. And how do you break through that? I guess my question I ask myself, how do 

you break through that? Do I start inviting myself over to people’s houses or invite them? I guess 

it’s really being more inclusive, I think. And I think we sort of by accident, we do some of that. 

But it’s uncomfortable to try and be inclusive on purpose for folks that you didn’t just sort of 

befriend through just everyday activities. How do you go about doing that? I guess you just make 

more of an effort to get out of your shell a little bit. 

 

The thing that I think is a problem is that I don’t feel a lot of urgency to change it. It’s 

comfortable to not. I’m like, I don’t need to do that. And how do you do it without imposing 

yourself? I don’t know. Again, I’m coming to a dead end on that one. Is it a problem? I think yes. 

I think it is. I don’t know how to change it. I’m not saying that’s a good thing. I’m just saying, 

being frank, I don’t feel a lot of urgency to change it because it doesn’t impact me that much, to 

be perfectly honest. And so, I think we have to take action that we wouldn’t otherwise. We have 

to bring it to the conscious mind and then take action in some constructive way that’s not further 

asserting or imposing ourselves because that’s just as bad, if not worse. Yeah, I don’t know. 

 

Q: No, it’s complicated. No, it’s a complicated question. You say you’re not a part of white 

culture, consciously. How attached to your own whiteness are you? If you were leaving here and 

there was two doors, and you could go through one, there’s a random fifty percent chance you’d 
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come out black on the other side, and the other door you walk through you’d come out white, 

would you make a choice to go through the white door? Would you go through the random door? 

 

Faris: [05:41:04:25] Selfishly I think I would probably choose the white door. It would be 

fascinating to go through the other door, but I’d want to be able to take it back. I hate to say it, 

but again, it’s because of the acknowledgement of I’m afraid of the consequences. Being that, in 

and of itself, is not the problem. It’s that I feel like I’m conscious of the challenges. I’m not sure 

I’m up to it. And I wouldn’t enjoy some of the privilege that I have today. And to choose that 

consciously would be very courageous. And I don’t think I’m that brave. 

 

Q: Yeah, again, it’s interesting because, again, it’s not even like the idea of making a conscious 

choice to do something. It’s easy. To pick a conscious choice of not caring, it’s more 

complicated. Was there something in particular that you thought it would be important to talk 

about in this interview? When you said I’m going to get involved in this thing, was there 

something you’re like, this is something that I could add, something I’d like to ask? This is 

something I think is important to bring to the conversation? 

 

Faris: [05:41:40:28] So the question is what did I think was important about this, or why did I 

want to do this? I think part of it was wanting to help with research that could help identify 

bridges to sort of break through the stranglehold that white culture does have today on the power 

in America. I think that was a small thing to do. I was thinking, if there was some way to kind of 

help with that, I think that would be good. Secondarily, just kind of curious how I would answer 

the questions and what I might kind of learn about maybe myself or how I might think about 
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things a little bit differently and maybe act differently coming out of it. I think that’s maybe 

possible. Again, there’s comfort in inertia that’s difficult to overcome. But, yeah, I think that’s 

why it was important. It was an opportunity to try and actually do one of those maybe smaller 

things to try and address some of the issues that I think we face around race in America today. 

 

Q: Yeah, it is complicated in that did it turn—I’m always trying to understand the balance 

between how I think I should act and how I think my life should be and what my life is. And I 

have white kids. I have a white wife. Most of my friends are white, despite the fact that I’m 

doing stuff on race and racism for two decades. Still, how do you then navigate it? When we talk 

about changing things, this idea of deconstructing structural racism and deconstructing white 

supremacy or deconstructing any of these, that’s a deconstruction. What are you left with? What 

are you then? Are you deconstructing white culture? Do you have to erase black culture so 

there’s some sort of monoculture? What are we moving towards? 

 

Faris: [05:42:37:31] Culture is so local and so persistent and so important that it’s not trying to 

artificially erase those boundaries. It’s trying to just deconstruct the artificial constraints or the 

artificial barriers or the artificial limitations on one versus another just because the other is the 

other. I think what you’re left with then is, in a perfect world, in my imagination anyway, you’re 

left with groups of people that are approaching common challenges from different points of view 

and that are maybe able to more easily solve those things because they have a varied point of 

view. So if the challenge is big enough—food supply, climate change, these kinds of things, 

global issues that affect everybody regardless—and you say, okay, well, no one group has a 

monopoly on the solution or an idea to improve. 
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So let’s try and cross-pollinate and do combinatorial innovation based on multiple points of 

view. But we have to have equal access to the toolbox and to the playing field in order to do that. 

If that’s what I think, it’s not so much the erasure of other cultural differences. It’s the sustained 

suppression of boundaries, of barriers and artificial controls. That’s, I think, the obligation. 

That’s the goal, and then giving those cultures the opportunity to try and work together and 

flourish in their own way and tamping down any of the artificial things. It’s easier to do, I think, 

in a country like this where you have a lot of space and resources, comparatively. As soon as 

things get a little bit more challenged, it changes rapidly. The dynamic, the ability or the will to 

keep those barriers down is diminished significantly. 

 

But, if we can take the opportunity that we do have to try and approach it that way, then I think 

maybe we could create an environment where we could then reach out to other places and maybe 

help with the same thing. And again, it’s complicated. It’s like, are you a nation builder? Are you 

going to be an interventionist? When do you pick that battle? I don’t know. But I think it’s at 

least creating the space somewhere where that can happen so that the likelihood that it can 

happen other places is greater. 

 

Q: Just a couple more things. I want to circle a little bit back to your childhood and that it’s clear 

that your family understands a lot about itself. There’s probably, if it’s anything like my family, 

a narrative about the family. And now it seems like you’re sort of reinterpreting that narrative. 

What was sort of the unlock that sort of put you in this place where you’re sitting here talking 
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about whiteness? You’ve obviously thought about it a lot, thought about inequities, looked at it 

in relation to your history. When did that start to happen in your life? 

 

Faris: [05:44:07:06] I would say that it probably started happening about first grade. And I think 

I can credit that to my stepfather in some part because we made it a conscious effort to move out 

of an all-white community to a much more diverse community to the extent—and I still remark 

on this to myself—that I remember sitting down in my new classroom in first grade and I think it 

was the first time I’d ever seen an African American person. I was six, six or seven. And I was 

even asking simple questions like why are the palms of your hands a different color than the 

back side of your hands? I was asking that question because I’d never had that experience. And 

that girl calmly explained it to me. And that was that. It was an innocent question. 

 

But, I think if I hadn’t been taken into that different environment, and it was done so somewhat 

consciously, it never would have—if you don’t confront, or if you’re not interacting with other 

folks, it’s so much easier to just have a very narrow worldview and to act on those things or to 

persist with that. So I think I started thinking about it, or at least down that path. And then I think 

another turning point is finding out about that history from the family genealogy. And there isn’t 

a narrative about that, actually, in the family, believe it or not. It’s not a conscious thing. It’s not 

like people sit around the table at Thanksgiving and talk about that, maybe a little occasionally, 

but not really. Well, I don’t even know if it was known until my uncle dug it up. 

 

But then I had to really think about it. And that’s when I really started going back and forth 

between, wow, this is really cool and being sort of fascinated and enamored with it to grappling 
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with the reality of what that really means. And that was probably late teens, early twenties. There 

was a book that was found. And that traces it back. And there it is. It’s laid out. So I think those 

are a couple of inflection points. 

 

Q: And tell me a little about your stepfather. You sort of alluded to it. He consciously moved you 

out of a white neighborhood into a mixed neighborhood. Can you tell me that story? 

 

Faris: [05:45:05:03] Yeah, so I think the connection is being Irish Catholic in— 

 

Q: Just give me a little more context. I was six. My mother got married or whatever it was. 

 

Faris: [05:45:11:21] Right, yeah. So that’s his background. So his background is being Irish 

Catholic, Detroit, growing up one of many kids, no money, and having— 

 

Q: I’m sorry. My voice won’t be on it. So say, like, “My stepfather had a background,” just to 

encapsulate the story in a single thought. 

 

Faris: [05:45:22:12] Sure. So the question is, what was it about his— 

 

Q: No, I want to know the story of your stepfather deciding to move out of an all-white 

neighborhood into a mixed-race neighborhood and what effect that had on you. So start it, 

“When I was—” 
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Faris: [05:45:32:04] Oh, yeah. So I guess between kindergarten and first grade, five or six years 

old, the family, I think somewhat instigated by my stepfather, made the decision to move out of 

an all-white community into a larger community that was much more diverse and especially into 

a school that was probably a good thirty to forty percent minority. And that’s where I think I 

came into contact with minorities for the first time in my life. And as a kid that hadn’t had 

negative influence from the family—and, in fact, I think he was a really strong—not that my 

mother wouldn’t have been that way. I think they’re very similar in that way. But he very much 

explicitly would confront people when they made racist comments or other things. 

 

And he and I were even just talking about it last weekend because as a young kid growing up 

Irish Catholic in Detroit in the ’40s and ’50s, and very low-income, he faced some challenges 

and persecution that we don’t really think about as much. These days if we think about, like, how 

controversial it was for John F. Kennedy to be a Catholic president, it just seems weird today. 

Why is that even a thing? But, he kind of lived with that. And even last weekend him reiterating 

stories about his father, even earlier in the Twenties and Thirties in the Detroit area, having the 

KKK burn crosses on their church and their house because they were Catholic. He explicitly will 

call people out for racist jokes and racist comments because I think he grew up being an “other” 

and facing some consequences and just won’t stand for it. 

 

So the impact that it on me, I think, was just being in an environment where you didn’t hear 

people making comments about race or saying racist things—and, to the contrary. Like, hey, let’s 

sit down and watch Roots. That’s what we did in first grade. Mom and Dad said let’s sit down 

and watch Roots and didn’t really talk about it but just said this is a thing you need to be exposed 
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to. And so, there was this environment of just sort of awareness. But it wasn’t explicit. My wife 

especially talks to my daughter now more about race. And we’ll read books about it and things 

like that. And I have mixed feelings, to some extent, just because she’s seven. I almost feel like 

it’s maybe a little too early. It almost maybe potentially introduces differentiation whereas, she 

doesn’t make any indication that she differentiates. 

 

So it’s a fine line. It’s one thing to sort of when we see some inequity that she maybe is exposed 

to we call it out as such. But at the same time I don’t really, again, want to make it like a thing all 

the time because with her I almost feel like it then maybe predisposes her to some sense of 

differentiation along racial lines that she might not otherwise do. It’s almost like just let it kind of 

come up organically. It will. In our world, it will. And I think then that’s when we have to give 

guidance in our point of view. So yeah, so I think that’s kind of how it impacted me of just like, 

no, you don’t—it just wasn’t ever a thing in our household. And I think he has a big influence on 

that. I think he was a big influence in that way. 

 

Q: As far as your daughter, I think one argument could be made that one of the things that’s 

hallmark of whiteness is not recognizing differentiation in yourself. So this idea of saying, oh, 

well, I am “other,” too, is actually kind of, in some ways, the first step into being able to meet 

others equally. So I don’t know. I raised three daughters myself. It’s complicated to have to 

navigate that. And you can imagine growing up with me as a father. So please stop talking about 

it, Dad. You’re freaking me out. So well, good. I think we’ve covered a lot of stuff. I really 

appreciate you coming here and speaking so openly and honestly and thoughtfully about it. Not 

everybody does. And I think especially it’s complicated. It’s also people who are aware of it 
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sometimes want to make more of a story about what they think would be the righteous way to 

live. How we choose to live is not always as clear to ourselves as we’d like it to be. So I really 

appreciate you coming in and speaking to us. 

 

Faris: [05:47:37:55] Thanks for the opportunity. This was great. 

 

Q: We want to take a few stills of you. You don’t have to do anything except what you’re doing. 

You can smile if you want. Great. Thank you very much. 

 

Faris: All right, thanks. 

 

END OF INTERVIEW 


