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PREFACE 

 

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

Fleming conducted by Whitney Dow on December 17th, 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: You want to check the audio? 

 

Director of Photography (DP): Uh-huh. Audio and let me check focus.  

 

Fleming: [Coughs] 

 

DP: [Laughs] That was good. 

 

Fleming: Sorry.  

 

DP: No, no, actually I need some sound. Audio and where’s my –– 

 

Fleming: This is when I always wish I knew jokes, because that’s good to tell someone a joke, 

but all the jokes I know are really foul.  

 

Q: Filthy. That’s the best kind of jokes. You can tell some foul jokes.  

 

Fleming: [Laughs] 

 

Audio Transcription Center Session #1 (video) 

Interviewee: Wes Fleming Location: Richmond, VA 

Interviewer: Whitney Dow Date: December 17th, 2017 
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DP: Yeah, I think we’re good.  

 

Q: If we weren’t rolling I’d tell a foul joke.  

 

DP: Sorry, thanks for being patient while we did that.  

 

Q: I’ve been in your seat more than once man.  

 

DP: [Laughs] 

 

Q: So first of all, can you tell me your name, your age, where you’re from and just a little about 

yourself? 

 

Fleming: Like my whole name? 

 

Q: Yes, if you feel comfortable. 

 

Fleming: Sure, sure, my name is Wes Fleming. [Interruption] 

 

Q: Wait, let’s wait until the –– 

 

DP: It’s those damn motorcycles.  
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Q: Those fucking motorcyclists, coming back.  

 

Fleming: [14:17:00] Bunch of assholes. [Laughter] My name is Wes Fleming. I live in central 

Virginia. I’ve lived in Virginia for the last thirty-three years. I grew up in a military family. I was 

born in what was known as West Germany back in 1969. That makes me forty-eight years old. I 

consider myself to be from Virginia because I’m not really from anywhere. My parents both 

grew up in Ohio. But I don’t really have strong connections to Ohio. So I consider myself to be 

from Virginia now. 

 

Q: And what brought you to Virginia? 

 

Fleming: [14:17:33] My father was stationed at SHAPE [Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers  
 
Europe], which is—in the context of NATO [North Atlantic Treaty Organization], SHAPE is the 

military arm. And he was stationed at SHAPE headquarters in Belgium, a small country in 

Europe that gets invaded by Germany every couple of generations. And he was stationed to the 

Pentagon for the last several years of his career. And that brought us to the Virginia suburbs of 

Washington, DC. 

 

Q: And can you tell me a little bit what it was like about growing up in your family, what your 

family was like? How many kids did you have? What are the countries that you lived in? 

 

Fleming: [14:18:12] Sure. Like I said, I was born in what used to be called West Germany. And I 

still think of it as West Germany most of the time. My father was actually stationed in Italy at the 
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time. So when I was only a few days old I moved to Italy. That was my first ––in the military 

they call it a rotation, right? You rotate. You move to a new base, or PCS, permanent change of 

station. So my first PCS was from Germany to Italy, where I lived probably for about a year, I 

guess. I have two younger brothers. My first younger brother was born in Illinois about eighteen 

months after I was born. And my baby brother was born in Ohio three or four years later. I forget 

which. I forget how old he is, unfortunately. 

 

In addition to being born in Germany, we then later lived in Germany for four years. I think we 

moved there when I was seven. And then after that we moved to Belgium and lived there until I 

was I was about fourteen, when we came back to the States. So it was the first time we’d been 

back to the States in seven years. Before we moved to Europe, I lived in Ohio, obviously, Illinois 

where both of my brothers were born. I lived in Mississippi. I lived in Texas. I lived in Arizona. 

And I think that’s it. And since we came back, since we got back to the States, I’ve lived––

except for about a month period of my life in 1991, I’ve lived in Virginia since then. 

 

Q: And do you remember when you first became aware of your own race? 

 

Fleming: [14:19:54] Yes, as a matter of fact I do. The first time I really kind of realized that I had 

any kind of racial identity was when we moved back to the States, when we moved to Virginia 

after living in Belgium. And I went to a public school. I had gone to DoD [Department of 

Defense] schools my entire life up to that point. So I had never really gone to a school outside of 

the military context, not that they were military schools. They were regular. You know, sixth 

grade was sixth grade. I didn’t have to wear a uniform or anything. But I went to a high school 
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called Garfield Senior High School in Dale City, Virginia, which is just down the road from DC, 

fifteen or twenty miles. 

 

And the very first week I was there, there was—I don’t know if race riot is the right word. But 

there was a group of black kids and a group of white kids that got into a giant melee in the 

school. And it was a huge upheaval. And everybody was talking about it. And it was kind of the 

first time I realized that, you know, being white or being black meant that you were kind of 

automatically part of a group. So tenth grade, I guess that would have made me fifteen years old. 

 

Q: And what did that make you think? Did it change your behavior? Did it make you think about 

the students differently? How did that play out in your career at that high school? 

 

Fleming: [14:21:22] To tell you the truth, it didn’t really affect me that much. You know, in 

classes, it was a pretty good mix of black kids and white kids. It wasn’t that distinct. I didn’t play 

sports, so I wasn’t really around the places where there could be a lot of kind of clique groups of 

white kids or black kids. I was in the drama club, and I was a musician, and I was kind of a nerd. 

So I don’t want to say I didn’t experience the concept of race. But it wasn’t something that kind 

of defined my peer groups at the time. I don’t remember there being a lot of black kids in the 

drama club. But there were always a few here and a few there. The drama club did seem to be 

kind of a largely white kid group. But I don’t feel like we approached it that way, you know? It 

wasn’t an exclusionary white kid group, if that makes sense. 

 

Q: And now, how often do you think about your own race? 
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Fleming: [14:22:35] A lot more lately. 

 

Q: And can you put my question into your answer? 

 

Fleming: [14:22:39] Sure. And actually, let me give you an example. In 2016, my wife and I—in 

2015 we decided to buy a house. And we couldn’t afford to stay in northern Virginia where we’d 

been living for quite some time. So we chose the Richmond, Virginia area, which has much 

lower property prices. And we ended up in a county that is 85% white. I looked it up, actually. 

And I asked our real estate agent, you know, what’s the demographic mix of this county? And 

she just looked at me like I had a third arm. And she just said “white.” 

 

So that’s when I really kind of started thinking about race in that context because, you know, 

living in northern Virginia, it’s a very, very diverse area. I mean, there’s people from every 

country in the world. You can walk down the street and hear six languages from here to the next 

block. You know, tons and tons of immigrants, legal and otherwise, and they’re everywhere. 

You hear all the different languages. You see all the different hues, all the different cultures. And 

I raised my daughter, my wife and I raised our daughter in that environment, in a school that 

was—she was in a Spanish immersion program. She was with first-generation Hispanic 

immigrants day-in, day-out, for the first five years, six years of her education. 

 

And then we moved to suburban Richmond and everybody in my neighborhood is white. There’s 

one Asian American family that lives in my neighborhood. I think they’re Japanese. And 
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everybody else is white. It is bizarre. And it’s a little unsettling. I’m still not really terribly used 

to it, about kind of the lack of diversity in my particular neighborhood. 

 

Q: And did you not look at other neighborhoods that might be more diverse when you came 

here? Was that not, like, something that was on your agenda in what you wanted a place to live? 

Or were you like space, money, good schools? 

 

Fleming: [14:24:46] Money and school was our primary concern. We wanted our daughter to be 

in the best school that we could afford to live in the district for. We did talk briefly about trying 

to move into Richmond itself, which as a city is going to be a little more diverse. Urban areas 

always seem to be a little more diverse. But the Richmond city schools just frankly aren’t up to 

our expectations. So we went to the county, you know, one of the counties bordering the city. 

But yes, it was almost an afterthought to start looking into that. It just wasn’t something that I 

was even really prepared to think about before we had put the contract in on our house. 

 

Q: And now, you say you think about it a lot more. On a day-to-day basis do you think about 

your race? And in what context might you? 

 

Fleming: [14:25:41] I do think that I think about it a lot more often probably because of the 

sociopolitical atmosphere that we live in. You know, lately, we’re right before Christmas here. 

So recently I’ve been thinking about how I fit into the social fabric of the United States as a 

white male. I’m supposed to be part of the privileged group. And I keep waiting to feel 

privileged. The last couple of years have been pretty hard for my family. And sometimes I feel 
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bad for even thinking that. You know, here I’m part of the white male group. I should be on the 

top of the heap. And I’m a little bitter that I’m not. But then I feel guilty for feeling that. It’s kind 

of this conflicting little circle of introspective emotion. I’m not even sure I answered your 

question, to tell you the truth. I can’t remember what it was now. 

 

Q: That’s really, really interesting. I think that right now there’s a lot of stories about, you know, 

the white working class that’s left behind. And is that sort of a narrative that you understand or 

recognize? 

 

Fleming: [14:27:02] I do kind of recognize that. And I’ve been thinking about where has race 

touched me personally or even professionally? I don’t feel like I’ve had a lot of disadvantages in 

life. I went to college. I put myself through college with jobs and student loans and things like 

that. My folks helped me as much as they could. My mother, anyways, helped me as much as she 

could. But I look back at the incidents in my life where I am one hundred percent positive that 

me being white, or even a white male, had an absolute determination on my course through life, 

you know? 

 

There was a job that I was really trying hard to get. It was in the academic world, a full-time 

professor position. I was working at the college as an adjunct, which is kind of a downtrodden 

minority of its own that has just a whole other aspect to it. And one of my mentors that I 

respected and admired to a huge degree encouraged me to apply for the position. But he told me 

right up front that I was never going to get the job because they weren’t going to hire a white 

male for that position. And I was absolutely crushed that I had worked at this college for ten 
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years. I was respected by my peers. My students loved me. I was doing a great job for them. And 

they basically told me that I would never work for them full time because I was a white male. 

 

And it was really upsetting. But at the same time, I understood where they were coming from, 

because I looked at the people that were there full time. And seventy-five or eight-five percent of 

them were white. Out of those, probably sixty percent, maybe more, were men. So I looked at 

my own department and realized that, yes, they absolutely need to get some other perspectives in 

here. You know, we’re teaching history. And history is more than the history of white people, 

even in the United States. So even though it really affected me deeply and I felt wronged, I 

absolutely understood why he said to me what he said. 

 

And they ended up hiring a black woman that was fresh out of college, fresh out of her PhD 

program. And she was a nice lady. And I met her several times. And I was happy that she got the 

position. From what I could tell, she did an excellent job. And so, once I met the person that got 

my job that I wanted, I had no problem with it because she was a fantastic person and she did a 

good job. 

 

Q: That’s complicated. And it’s not easy to process it like that, right? And I think sometimes you 

have to think, well, what else is on—how do you not silo that thinking process around this thing 

becomes the determinant for how I think about how I pass through the world, you know, because 

there’s a lot of other things that I pass through the world a different way. Are you teaching now? 
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Fleming: [14:30:22] No. I quit teaching when we moved, when we bought our house. At the time 

I was a little bit burnt out. I had been teaching four or five classes a semester for three years to 

get out of debt and to build up money for a down payment. We really wanted to buy a house, you 

know. And it was that important to me to sacrifice a little bit of my personal life and my social 

time. At the last two years of my teaching career I was teaching more than any other full-time 

professor at either of the two universities that I worked at. But it was worth it because our goal 

was to buy a house. And we bought a house. And we love it down here. So it worked out. 

 

And I did get kind of burned out, so I’ve been taking a break. And now, I don’t know if I’m 

going to get back into it, you know? I live in a new town with a new academic environment. And 

I just don’t know if I’m willing to put in the work to break in because it’s tough for adjuncts. 

That’s the way it is. And even though the colleges in this town hire a lot of adjuncts, I’m not sure 

I want to get back into that grind. It’s a very uncertain way to be in the academic world. And you 

know, I’ve got a full-time job. I’ve got two different part-time jobs now. And I’m all right 

without teaching. I did it for fifteen years and I loved it. I was good at it. I don’t want to pat 

myself on the back. But you know where your skill set is, and I’m a good teacher. But I don’t 

know if I have the desire to get back into it. 

 

Q: And you just talked about a big thing that was a disadvantage of being white. Have you 

experienced any advantages of being white, do you think, that you can identify? 

 

Fleming: [14:32:15] I don’t know that I have consciously recognized instances in which it was 

an advantage to be white. I think that just by, you know, being white, being a man, that things are 
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just presented at a different pace and a different scale to me. And it’s always a lot easier to 

identify when you’ve been wronged, which is why that incident at the college really sticks out in 

my mind. But I’m sure that I have been treated different because I was white. I’m positive I’ve 

been treated different because I was a man. I went to a restaurant with my wife last night as a 

little form of celebration. And the waiter came and spoke to me first. And I don’t know if that’s 

just because I was in his eyesight or if because I was a man. And now I’m thinking about it. And 

you know, when he came and brought the check he handed it to me. Now, maybe that’s just 

because it was obvious we’re married. But my wife has a job, too. It could have been her turn to 

treat for dinner. 

 

But I think in general it’s a lot easier to identify when you’ve been wronged than when the 

system works to your advantage because when the system works to your advantage, the system 

works as far as you’re concerned. It doesn’t matter, you know, white, black, Hispanic, Asian. If 

the system works, then it’s working the way it’s supposed to. And you’re just enjoying the 

benefits of the system kind of thing. Now, I’m really trying to think about it. And I don’t know. 

Maybe if I was wealthy that would be easier for me to identify things that were advantageous to 

me because I had money. Maybe I’ll hit the lottery someday and find out. You never know. But 

yes, I don’t know. That’s a lot harder to identify, when you gain the advantages of your race. 

 

Q: Well, you’re a pretty imposing guy. I might come up and talk to you first just because, 

[laughter] you definitely are—you say he was in his eye line. Yes, you’re a tall and imposing 

guy. [Laughter] 
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Fleming: [14:34:42] Well, you know, from that perspective, sometimes I think about a little more 

of the male than the white perspective. I have been in towns and cities and Washington, DC and 

New York City, Boston, places that I’ve traveled to throughout my life and experienced people 

come around the corner. And they see me, and they cross the street, you know? And that 

sometimes even when I didn’t have a beard, just because I’m a man or because I’m tall and large, 

and that can be interesting. And that can certainly play on your stereotypes and your perceptions 

of different people. 

 

Q: That’s actually one of the things I like so much about doing these interviews, is when you sit 

down I have no idea what—you know, Sam has done a lot of information with you. But I have 

no information on you. So I don’t really know. If you had said, well, I’m a right-wing biker, it’s 

like, well, I’m a lumberjack or I’m a T professor, it’s all actually interesting to sort of think. I 

always think about myself, like, what am I projecting on you to try and sort of understand who 

you are? 

 

Fleming: [14:35:57] Right. And certainly, you know, a guy walks through your door with a 

leather jacket on and a motorcycle helmet and he’s bald and has a beard. That’s an archetype in 

our society. And you’re going to have some perceptions that have to be either dispensed with or 

adjusted. I could turn out to be a right-wing biker type. I’m not, but maybe I am, you know? And 

that’s one of the interesting things that I find in the political discussions that we’ve been having 

in the last year, since [Donald] Trump’s been in office, is everybody wants to pretend that we’re 

all the way left or we’re all the way right. And I have a problem with that because I have some 

right-leaning ideas, and I have some left-leaning ideas. And it makes it hard to kind of reconcile 
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what everybody else is saying, what’s in the news, what’s in the newspapers, with how I feel and 

my perceptions. 

 

Q: No, absolutely. I think in general, the storylines that are polemics are much easier for people 

to grab onto when they want to put you in the [unclear] polemic. Especially in a conversation 

like this about race, it’s very hard to—there are certainly people who are on very extreme ends of 

it. But most people have a combination of views of the world. Are you happy you’re white? 

 

Fleming: [14:37:37] I don’t feel like I’m a terribly happy person in general. My wife might back 

that up. I’m kind of a grumpy person, just in my everyday life. I don’t know if I would describe 

myself as being happy I’m white. I’m not upset that I’m white. But I might say I’m happy I’m 

not something else, if that makes sense. I might say I’m happy I’m not black or happy I’m not 

Asian just because I don’t know what it’s like to be black. And I don’t know how much more 

difficult that would make my life. And I’m not sure that I want to know, to tell you the truth. 

 

Q: Are you proud that you’re white? 

 

Fleming: [14:38:27] Am I proud that I’m white? I don’t think so. It’s not something I really have 

ever thought about. I’m proud that I’m a good father. But I think that I could be a good father 

whether I was white or whether I wasn’t. So I would not characterize myself as saying I’m proud 

to be white. 

 

Q: Are you ashamed to be white? 
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Fleming: [14:38:55] Not at all, not at all. 

 

Q: What is it that makes you white? 

 

Fleming: [14:39:10] That’s a really fantastic question. You know, a lot of people would just say 

because my skin is white or pink or however we define it. But there are other things that I do that 

kind of put me in white stereotypes, you know? I ride a motorcycle. But I ride a European 

motorcycle. That’s pretty white. I played in rock and roll bands for twenty-five years. You don’t 

see a lot of diversity in rock and roll bands. There are some big bands—Jimi Hendrix, obviously, 

huge. But you know, name me five other really famous black guitar players. Name five Asian 

guitar players that are really famous, in this country. Sure, you go in Japan and there’s really 

famous guitar players. And now I’ve forgotten the question. 

 

Q:  The question is, what makes you white? 

 

Fleming: [14:40:09] What makes me white. Thank you. I currently work in the IT world, which 

is once again not the most diverse industry, and even less diverse because there’s not a lot of 

women involved. I’m very grateful that the company that I work with has several women on 

staff. We just hired a woman vice president. And in a real nerd thing we have our new VP of 

engineering is a woman and an immigrant. She’s a white woman, but she’s an immigrant. So 

we’re not holding ourselves to just white guys, which I really like about the company. 
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Q: Now, you’re a historian, right? 

 

Fleming: [14:40:55] Yes. 

 

Q: You have a PhD in history? Is that right? 

 

Fleming: [14:40:58] I have a master’s degree in history. I did start work on a PhD. But I had a 

wife and a kid and a full-time job. And I wanted to buy a motorcycle. [Laughter] And you know, 

the farther I got along the way, the less interested I was in writing my dissertation. 

 

Q: Do you feel connected to the history of white Americans? Do you feel like you’re part of that 

continuum? Or do you feel a connection to it? 

 

Fleming: [14:41:30] I have trouble with that sometimes. 

 

Q: Can you put my question to your answer? 

 

Fleming: [14:41:34] Absolutely. I have trouble sometimes establishing connections between 

myself as a white person and the history of white people in the United States. Maybe that’s 

because I effectively grew up in Europe. I lived in Europe from when I was seven until when I 

was fourteen, almost fifteen. So my identification with history is really kind of Eurocentric, 

which––when I taught history, I taught European history as much as I could by looking at kind of 
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the effect that white people had on the rest of the world. And certainly when I taught American 

history, you have to teach about the effect of white people on this part of the world. 

 

You know, we came into a—white people came into a continent that was fully populated and 

killed ninety percent of the people that lived there, [Coughs] either intentionally or 

unintentionally, through the introduction of the European disease environment. Then, the 

introduction of slavery in the, you know, late 1600s, mid to late 1600s. But when I think about 

history, I don’t tend to connect myself as a white person to, like, the history of white people in a 

really tight way. I don’t know why. Nobody’s ever asked me that question before. But I think it 

just might be because I didn’t do my formative growing up here. 

 

You know, the history of the Civil War is one of my weaknesses. And I always told my students 

that. I don’t know as much about this as a lot of other people do. So maybe from that 

perspective—you know, one of the big things in Richmond, in central Virginia, is the 

Confederate statues, the Confederate memorials. And my opinion is, get them off the public 

ground. Don’t destroy them, by all means. But let’s get them off the pedestals. Let’s get these 

Civil War generals off of the pedestals and bring them down to ground level so that we can see 

that they were just men like the rest of us. Anything up on a pedestal, I think we tend to worship 

it. So let’s stop worshiping these generals and get them down to ground level and see them for 

the functional but flawed people that they were. 

 

I’ve got nothing personally against Robert E. Lee. He served his country. He just happened to 

pick the losing country to serve, you know? Somebody that existed in our history that was a 
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slave owner, it doesn’t bother me not just because I’m not black, but because that’s the way 

things were back then. And yes, it was a horrible thing to do. But they hadn’t reached the social 

and moral position where they could move beyond it. And of course once they did, my opinion is 

let’s stop worshiping the trappings of that kind of thing. Once again, I’m not entirely sure I 

answered your question. I kind of get sidetracked a little bit. 

 

Q: You totally answered the question. And you actually took it into another question I was going 

to ask about the monuments. I think the monuments are really interesting. And I’m just always 

fascinated with how does the past reflect into the present, and how are we affected by that 

reflection of the past into the present, that whether or not we feel, like, connected to it, we feel its 

effects in our lives. 

 

Fleming: [14:45:21] Absolutely, you know? And tomorrow morning I’m going to have to go to 

my chiropractor for a biweekly appointment. And I’m going to drive right past an obelisk that is 

a memorial to fallen Confederate soldiers. I see it once a week, every week. And I drive right 

past it. And I would love to not see it, frankly. I’ve got nothing against soldiers. I grew up in a 

military family. I’m a big supporter of veterans’ rights and all that kind of stuff. But at some 

point I really feel like we need to move beyond the worship of the Confederacy because it was 

inherently racist, you know? And I don’t feel like there’s any way to not recognize that. 

 

So I’m constantly surprised at people’s ability to ignore that aspect and focus on what they call 

the heritage. You know, that’s one of the big catch phrases to support the maintenance of the 

Confederate monuments is heritage. It’s heritage, not hate. And when heritage is hate, I don’t 
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understand how you can say that, you know? And without passing judgment, without having to 

make a decision on whether the slave owners were right or they were wrong, what they were 

doing was racist. There’s no two ways around that. And if in modern times our moral code 

defines racism as unacceptable behavior, then we have to condemn that behavior. 

 

But we also need to understand why they did it and why they were so resistant to giving it up. 

But I think it’s time to get rid of the general statues and put them in museums so that we don’t—I 

don’t want people to forget that slavery existed. But I think it’s time to stop worshiping the 

generals that tried to keep it in existence for so long. 

 

Q: I always thought it was kind of odd that there are army bases named after people who 

essentially were traitors. 

 

Fleming: [14:47:41] Army bases, highways in Virginia, neighborhoods, schools, public 

buildings. There’s a school in my county called Lee-Davis High School, Robert E. Lee and 

Jefferson Davis. And just this week they’ve started talking about changing the name of that 

school. It’s the first time I ever wrote to my school board. I wrote the school board. I wrote a 

blog post. And I sent the school board the email and said let’s change it from Lee-Davis and 

change it to Mechanicsville High School because it’s in Mechanicsville. So let’s call it that. 

 

Q: There’s been a lot of discussion about race over the last year, really these last three years 

since sort of, I think, Trayvon Martin, and things sort of became into really kind of—I never 

heard white people talking about whiteness, really, before. 
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Fleming: [14:48:36] Yes. Yes, I think that the perception that police are hunting black teenagers 

across the United States has made white people much more aware of what it’s like to be a black 

person, especially in an urban environment in the United States. Now, whether they sympathize 

with the black folks or not is a different story. But I think you’re absolutely right to say that 

Trayvon Martin—and I wish I could come up with more of the names. The guy that got shot in 

the car with his girlfriend and their kid in the back seat— 

 

Q: Philando Castile? 

 

Fleming: [14:49:14] Thank you. The dude that got choked out by the cops in New York City. He 

was selling cigarettes. 

 

Q: Eric Garner.  

 

Fleming: You know–– 

 

Q: Walter Scott.  

 

Fleming: Yeah, those kinds of things –– 

 

Q: Tamir Rice. 
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DP: [Laughs] 

 

Fleming: [14:49:25] If they’re not making people think about race, then I really feel like those 

people aren’t paying attention. 

 

Q: And what should white people be asking themselves at this point, in the context of that 

discussion? I think that there’s sort of a debate during these discussions and during this project 

that either talking about it creates more racism, criticizing white people, white people should sort 

of interrogate themselves about their place in it. What do you think that white people should be 

doing in this moment sort of in relationship to their own whiteness? 

 

Fleming: [14:50:04] I think the question that everybody, but maybe especially white people, the 

question they should ask themselves, is am I part of the solution or am I part of the problem? 

And of course, depending on your social environment, your upbringing, your kind of 

demographic slice, you’re going to come in on a different place in that. But in general, I want to 

be part of the solution, whether or not I’m white. I want to make our society better because I’m 

leaving two kids in this world when I pass. And I want the world to be better for them than it was 

for me. And if that means that it’s time to talk about race, and it’s time to find permanent, or 

more permanent solutions to our social issues surrounding race, then white people need to start 

asking themselves how they can become part of the solution. 
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Q: And how do you think about yourself? If you don’t feel connected to the history of whiteness 

in the country, what’s your narrative of yourself, your own identity? If you don’t ground it in 

some sort of cultural continuum, where do you ground yourself into who you are? 

 

Fleming: [14:51:33] That’s a really great question, you know? Self-identity, I think, comes from 

a lot of places. And I feel like I develop my self-identity from my immediate surroundings, how 

I’m able to affect my family, my students when I was a teacher, my coworkers, the people that 

work for and with the organizations that I work for. I feel like I really ground myself where I am 

right now. Even though I’m a student of history, I try to remind myself to live in the present, to 

be in the moment that I’m in. So I don’t miss it. When my daughter was born, I was right there. I 

couldn’t watch, but I was right there. And I kind of had this realization that that moment would 

never exist again except in my mind. 

 

My wife’s perception of that moment, completely different from mine. The doctors, the nurses, 

the midwives, all of those other people that were there, my mother—she wasn’t in the room, but 

she was there at the hospital. They all had their own version of that moment that was affected by 

everything that they knew, everything that they learned. And their memory of that moment is 

going to be affected by everything that they learned from that point on. And one of the things 

that I’ve really tried to do to get through day to day, especially on the hard days, is to just be in 

the moment and experience that moment for what it is. Sometimes it sucks. Sometimes it’s 

awesome. 

 



  Fleming – Session number 1 – 24 
 

But I feel that by rooting yourself in history and making that part of your self-identification, it 

holds you back from really fulfilling your potential and establishing a growth pattern that can 

benefit not just you but the people that are around you, if that makes sense. 

 

Q: No, totally, completely. I think it’s a battle that we all fight, not being captive to our past 

narratives. 

 

Fleming: [14:54:01] Well, and it’s easy. It’s easy to do something just because this is the way it’s 

always been done. It doesn’t require any input from you. It doesn’t require any effort, right? If 

your family always has turkey for Christmas, it’s easy to buy turkey for Christmas. What if you 

don’t like turkey, though? What if you prefer ham? That first year when you have ham, there’s 

going to be upheaval, over ham. It’s a stupid thing to get upset about. But you know your drunk 

uncle Frank or your weird cousin Susan is going to be completely beside themselves because 

there’s ham. Where’s the turkey? We always have turkey? Well guess what? Not this year. 

Maybe not next year. Maybe next year we’ll have vegan for dinner, not a vegan, but a vegan 

meal. 

 

I think that one of the things that really hurts us, and maybe especially in the context of race 

relations, is we do things the way that we’ve always done them, which makes it very difficult to 

grow and move forward and change. Change is scary, though. People don’t want to change. 

People resist change, often violently, you know? So that fear of change is very real for some 

people. Other people deal with it better. I have difficulty with change. But I also have a lot of 

experience with it. You know, for the first eighteen years of my life, there were only two 
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stretches where I lived in the same house for more than one year. So I have a lot of experience 

with change. It doesn’t make me better at accepting it. It just means I have a lot more experience 

with it, you know? 

 

So I can look back, and what was the lesson I learned –– when we moved from Texas to 

Mississippi, what did I learn? When we moved from Mississippi to Arizona, what did I learn? 

When we moved from Ohio to Germany, what did I learn? How did I get through that? How did 

that make me a stronger person? Or, did it make me a stronger person? Did it set me back? Did I 

have difficulty? I know when we moved from Belgium to the United States, I had a tremendous 

amount of anxiety and bitterness towards my parents especially for dragging me away from all of 

my friends in a place that I loved. I hated living in the United States for two and a half years. It 

wasn’t until almost the end of my senior year in high school that I realized this is where I am and 

I can’t change that easily. Sure, I could grow up and join the military myself and go, you know, 

see the world. 

 

But at that moment, I just had this moment of realization where I realized I couldn’t change the 

way things were, but I could change me. So if I stopped having a shitty attitude about the whole 

thing, maybe my life wouldn’t suck so much. Or maybe my perception of my life wouldn’t suck 

so much. Because I had it pretty good, you know? I lived in a nice suburban house. My folks 

were divorced, but that wasn’t a big deal. I knew lots of kids whose folks were divorced. Nobody 

was on drugs or in the hospital or in prison yet. So we had a pretty good life in the suburbs of 

Washington, DC. It wasn’t that tough. But I made myself miserable because I made myself 

miserable. 
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Q: And you said that if you’re not part of the solution you’re part of the problem. What are you 

willing to give up to be part of the solution? You talk this way, but you moved to a place that’s 

predominantly white because you want something better for your children. And that’s a perfectly 

rational decision. And yet by doing so you’re now another white person in an all-white 

neighborhood. 

 

Fleming: [14:57:54] Yes. I do kind of realize the paradox of that, you know? And had I put some 

research into the demographics of my new county before we started signing papers, I may have 

slowed that role just a little bit. But the most important thing at that time to me and my wife was 

to be able to buy a house for our future, not just me and my wife but our family’s future. I really 

hope that someday I can turn that house over to my daughter, and she’ll have a place to live. But 

I also hope that by the time that happens, the community, the county, the neighborhood is a little 

more diverse than it is now. I think that would be a benefit to her kids. 

 

I’m really glad that we had the opportunity from birth through eighth grade for my daughter to 

live in a hugely diverse community. She’s been exposed to people of every nationality you can 

possibly think of. She speaks Spanish excessively well. She was in an immersion program. Her 

seventh and eighth grade year, one of her best friends was a—I don’t know her nationality, 

unfortunately, but she was Muslim. And that just made me feel good because even though I have 

my issues with race and religion, and I try to be aware of those and not pass them on to her, I 

really feel like she had the benefit of not recognizing people immediately for their race. You 
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know, she was much more interested in was this a fun person to hang around with than was this a 

fun white person to hang around with? 

 

Now, I could be completely wrong. She and I have actually never talked deeply about that. But 

just from my observational standpoint of watching her with her friends, it didn’t seem to matter 

to her if they were white, black, Asian, Arab. It didn’t matter to her. They were just her friends. 

And I’m really glad that my built-in prejudices from my life experiences didn’t make it through 

to her, you know? And I know when my wife and I have discussions about race and things that 

are going on in our lives, I really try to keep my daughter out of that because I don’t want her to 

hear when I get angry, especially out of context when she doesn’t know everything that 

happened, you know what I mean? 

 

Q: Like, what would you get angry at? 

 

Fleming: [15:00:40] So this is where these kinds of things get awkward, because I don’t want 

you to think I’m an asshole, but I also want to be honest with you and be as open as I possibly 

can because that’s how these kinds of projects succeed. So I’m going to share with you 

something that makes me kind of an asshole. We lived in an apartment building for three years, a 

large apartment building, part of a complex. And because of our proximity to a four-year college 

in northern Virginia, there were a lot of foreign kids that lived in these buildings, I mean, just 

tons and tons of foreign kids, which from a diversity standpoint was fantastic. We got to, you 

know, talk to people from lots of different cultures. We got to experience all different kinds of 

languages and foods and attitudes and all those kinds of things. 
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But my building in particular, we had a lot of kids from India that lived there. And the ones that 

lived in the apartment above us for over a year like to about drive me crazy. They were noisy all 

the time. I called the police on them numerous occasions, reported them to the building 

management, all this kind of stuff. There were between seven and ten of them living in a three-

bedroom apartment, which I can understand. You know, college is tough. Northern Virginia is 

incredibly expensive. If I didn’t have a family, if I wasn’t married with a kid at home, I might 

have lived in an apartment with four or five or six other people. But because my experience over 

the course of three years living in this apartment building, almost every interaction I had with 

these Indian kids that lived in the building was a negative one, even to the point where I found 

myself being harder on my Indian students in my own classes simply because they were Indian. 

 

And I was talking to my wife about this one night. And I realized, holy shit, I’m a fucking racist. 

And I didn’t know how to deal with that, because I was making judgments on these Indian kids 

because they were Indians, not because they were the asshole kids that lived above me. And that 

experience started to affect how I felt about myself, because I don’t want to be a racist. And 

that’s one of the big reasons why we had to get out of that apartment. That’s when we started 

talking about buying a house and moving out of that densely populated part of the city, because I 

didn’t want to stay in a situation that kept reinforcing these new ideas that were developing in 

my personal life. And I damn sure didn’t want to penalize kids in my classes who were trying to 

learn and earn a degree because they looked like the people in my building that I had a problem 

with. 
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So that little microcosm of poor interactions between me and a group of Indian kids that lived in 

the apartment above me really had a big effect on how I wanted to proceed in my life. Now, it 

would be easy to say, you know, after that I decided to move to the whitest place I could find in 

the world. But I kind of miss that diversity. Even though being in that proximity with those 

particular kids caused me personal problems, I know from an intellectual standpoint that not all 

Indian kids are assholes. That’s just the way it goes. And you know, not all white kids are 

awesome. So that was a really educational experience for me in that I was able to kind of identify 

when I started thinking like a racist. And I was really bothered by that because up to that point I 

had never really experienced that kind of emotion on my part. 

 

You know, growing up in a military family, you think about—your discrimination is based on 

rank, not race. Officers’ kids don’t play with enlisted people’s kids. That’s the discrimination in 

a military context. So to find myself—when the elevator opens, and there’s three Indian kids in 

there, and I let the door close and I wait for the next elevator, and I realize, Jesus, I’m a fucking 

racist—and I was humiliated. And I had to talk to my wife about it because I couldn’t keep that 

inside. But I made sure that my daughter was never around because I didn’t want her to hear me 

saying shitty things about the Indian kids in the upstairs apartment when they weren’t making 

noise, you know? If somebody’s making noise, you say shitty things about them to your family. 

That’s just the way it goes. 

 

But I didn’t want her to hear me being racist. It broke my heart to think that she could even have 

a father like that. And that really made me look at myself in a pretty harsh light to try to 

determine why I was developing those feelings. Clearly, I think you could see I spent a lot of 
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time poring over this in my own mind, in the time since then especially. And even now, several 

years later, in a completely different social context that I live in, I still catch myself sometimes 

when I hear, you know, Indian folks speak English with a particular accent that is pretty easily 

identifiable. And when I hear that accent, I can still feel a twinge from those kids in the elevator, 

in the apartment, in my old apartment building. And it really bothers me. And I wonder if that’ll 

ever go away. I really hope it does. Period. Next question. I don’t know. 

 

Q: So that’s a great story. I really appreciate you telling that story and, you know, what you said 

about these projects work because people are open and honest. And it means a lot to me that you 

would be really direct that way. That’s not the easiest way to do. And we just met each other, and 

that shows a lot of trust. So I really appreciate that story. 

 

Fleming: [15:07:57] And it helps that I don’t feel judged here. You’re asking me questions. And 

I don’t feel like you’re grilling me. I feel like we’re having a discussion. And why can’t I be 

honest? What’s it going to kill me? Is it going to kill me to be honest with you? You know, 

maybe I learn something from you. Maybe you learn something from me. Maybe we both walk 

out of here having grown just a little bit. 

 

Q: Well, that was sort of the founding goal of this project originally before it became a research 

project was just to simply, the most base thing, give white people a way to recognize how their 

race was functioning in their lives, because for me recognizing that transformed my life. And 

I’ve thought about it. Like you, I’ve thought a lot about it, and not always in the most positive 

context. And most white people that I meet when I started the project—it’s changed a lot over 
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the last few years—had never thought about it. And what could I create that would give white 

people the push. And having someone tell a story and be able to, say, listen in on it and say, yes, 

that sounds like me, or I recognize that emotion, I see that feeling, I think, is what the goal is. So 

I really appreciate it. We’re actually close to the end of the hour. Is there anything that we didn’t 

touch on that you think is important that you want to say, you think it’s important to be said in 

the context of this conversation? 

 

Fleming: [15:09:32] I don’t know. I think you’ve asked some really good questions and made me 

think about things that I’ve never thought about, or at least think about things in ways that I’ve 

never thought about them before. You know, like I said, I grew up in a military family. And race 

has not always been my initial determining factor on whether or not I would hang out with 

somebody. If their dad was an officer, I just didn’t want to deal with that because they were the 

privileged class in the military. And in college it was the difference between undergrads and 

grads. That was kind of the distinction. And in my early years working in IT, it was the 

difference between the salaried kids, the salaried people, and the hourly people. 

 

For me, the realization that race is such a critical social issue has really only come about in, I 

would say, probably the last five years for me personally, maybe a little bit longer. But certainly 

that three years living in the apartment really opened my eyes to the fact that I could even, you 

know, harbor any racist ideas at all, because it wasn’t something that I ever really even thought 

about before then. I was just a white kid in a white-kid family. And that’s the way it was. So it’s 

been really interesting. You’ve got some really good questions that are very to the point. So I 

really appreciate it. 



  Fleming – Session number 1 – 32 
 

 

Q: Well, as I said, each one of these conversations is a real learning experience for me. And I 

mean, it sounds corny. But it’s like a blessing to have an opportunity to talk to people from all 

walks of life about something like this. And not everybody comes and sits in that chair and is 

honest.  

 

Fleming: I’m sure. 

 

Q: Because it’s a terrifying subject for many, many, many people. And as you say, it’s terrifying 

when you start thinking about yourself. And so, it’s always great when someone sits down and is 

really direct the way you are. So I can’t thank you enough. 

 

So what were going to do right now is just take some stills of you so just look at the camera.  

 

Fleming: No smiling.  

 

Q: No smiling yet. [Laughter]. Sorry. [Pause] You can smile now.  

 

Fleming: I’m trying to think happy thoughts. 

 

Q: You can relax your face. One of the reasons I do this, it’s actually really nice when people 

look it up. It’s very hard to read who somebody is when they have a relaxed—everybody 

projects their own thing on who they are. So I sort of like do these small video stills that sort of 
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like people can look at before they choose whether to listen to them. And when I show this stuff I 

ask people, what’s this person going to say? What are they going to think? What do you think of 

this person? And everybody just projects so much onto everybody. It’s always fascinating to see. 

I think we got it. Thank you very much. This was great. 

 

Fleming: I hope you –– 

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 


