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PREFACE 

 

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

Nancy Macfarlane conducted by 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 they are reading a verbatim transcript of the 

spoken word, rather than written prose. 



 

 

Macfarlane: [03:27:42] My name is Nancy Macfarlane. I am self-employed as a non-profit 

consultant, primarily doing grant writing. What was the other part? A little bit about myself? 

 

Q: Where you’re from. 

 

Macfarlane: Originally, I was born in Detroit. My parents moved to a small community, Lathrup 

Village, where I lived until I went to college. Then after college, moved to Marshall, Michigan 

for a few years, and moved to Battle Creek in 1983. So, I’ve been in Battle Creek for thirty-four 

years. I’m married, and I have two grown children, boys. 

 

Q: Nice. Tell me a little more about where you grew up. What was the neighborhood like? What 

was your family like? Was it a diverse community, homogenized community? What was—a 

little bit about your childhood. 

 

Macfarlane: [03:28:05] Lathrup Village is a one square mile village, outside of Detroit, across 

the Eight Mile borderline from Detroit. Was raised in a very white neighborhood, probably fairly 

affluent. My mother had her own business, small business, and my dad was a salesman who 

worked from home. We had help in the house because I was the youngest of six, and my mother 
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worked outside the home. And typically, that was a black woman from Detroit, who we always 

loved and felt like family, as we were growing up. 

 

Q: Do you remember any of those people? The people, I don’t know, called the nannies, or help, 

whatever, that you grew up with? And you have memories of them? What they were like? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:28:26] Oh, yes. Well, some were very short-lived. There was a Ukrainian 

woman whose husband used to wait in the car for her to get done, and she would stay until after 

dinner and clean the kitchen. She was the only person that did that. That was a chore that we had 

to do typically. But we called them maids at the time she did that. But she lasted a very short 

time. The maid that we had the longest time, her name was Plummer [phonetic], and we used to 

sing and dance with her. She would be the one that resolved the disputes when we got home 

from school. Like I say, we felt like she was part of the family. 

 

Q: And can you tell me a little bit more about Plummer? What did you know about her then? Do 

you know anything about her now? Is it just something, there’s a woman you just knew you 

when you were a child, and she sort of passed out of your life? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:28:50] Yes. And you know, it’s interesting, because this was in the nineteen—I 

was born in 1954. She was probably with us the longest during my lifetime. I remember my 

mom talking to her during the Detroit riots. She was stuck in burning Detroit. She would take a 

bus. I mean, you think back in these days, and it’s, like wow. I mean really, wow, how different 

the world is today. Although some of those things still are occurring, maybe with different 
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minority groups. But, yes. She kind of left our lives. And I don’t know what happened to her. 

Yes, it was just kind of a different era, is the best I can describe it. 

 

Q: When you were young and growing up, do you remember when you started to become aware 

of your own race? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:29:17] I’m not sure if I became aware of my own race, or if I became aware of, 

kind of what a great life I had. My first real kind of eye-opening experience was, I had a friend 

who moved out of Lathrup Village, and she moved, I think, into West Bloomfield. And West 

Bloomfield is near—shoot, I can’t remember the name of the little community—if I wasn’t 

talking on tape, I’d remember it. But you know how things are. So, a very poor community 

adjacent to West Bloomfield in the early ‘70s. Keego Harbor. See? I knew I’d get it. Anyhow, 

she had a friend who lived in Keego Harbor. And we went over to her friend’s house. It was the 

first time I really was aware of poverty, and how just simply who you are born to can determine 

the trajectory of your life, and the circumstances you’re born into. And I think I was in sixth 

grade. I went to a Catholic parochial school. My siblings—oldest, I’m the youngest of six, the 

four oldest went to private parochial high schools. I went to a public high school. And that was a 

real shock for me. Very different from being sheltered in the parochial school. 

 

Q: And how did this relate to race? You didn’t become aware of race, but you just became aware 

of classes. Was the person you went to visit at their house, were they not white? Or were they 

white? 
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Macfarlane: [03:29:59] They were white. They didn’t have a bathtub, so they had a metal tub in 

the kitchen. She slept on a three seasons—or a screened in porch. And I had never seen people—

you know, everybody in my neighborhood had a nice house, nice furnishings. Most of the kids I 

hung out with went to parochial school. There wasn’t really a lot of exposure to minorities, 

probably the biggest minorities at the time were Italians, in our neighborhood, Chaldeans. So 

really, race, I don’t think I really—I mean, I was aware of the Detroit riots, I was aware of things 

in Detroit. I was aware that there was this borderline called Eight Mile that you shouldn’t really 

cross. I was aware that there was a mass exodus of whites from Detroit, moving further and 

further and further out. And as I probably early in my professional career, really began to 

understand all the dynamics, and kind of the terrible things that have happened, like in Detroit, 

we created an expressway right through the middle of a successful black community, and we 

disbanded it. And we could do that because black people in Detroit didn’t have any clout to stop 

that. They had no power. So, you know, I saw race and class through a different light as I 

became older. 

 

Q: When I think about sort of the arc of your life, you came of age in some pretty volatile times 

racially in this country. How have things changed since you were a child, sort of the arc of your 

relation to race over the last few decades? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:31:06] Well, one of the things—one of my—my first job out of college was with 

Head Start, and I did home visits. I didn’t really have—I don’t remember having much of an 

impression of anything at that point in time. My second job was at the Calhoun County Juvenile 

Hall. Probably my experience—do you need me to stop? 
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Q: No, no. You’re good. 

 

Macfarlane: [03:31:16] Okay. Probably my experience at the juvenile home was that there were 

a lot of black kids incarcerated, and that it was interesting to me that in the juvenile home with 

the structure that was in place, kids could perform pretty well. They’d go out and get back in 

open society, and probably still have some of the problems that caused them to come into the 

juvenile home, and that was kind of sad. Then I worked for a disability organization for a short 

period of time. Then I went to work for United Way of Greater Battle Creek. We did the national 

Healing Racism, and I really began to look more at racial issues and how they impacted 

communities and people, our neighborhoods, attitudes about it. And you can really see what 

disadvantages people have. The first time, probably, that somebody said the term, white privilege 

to me, I was probably taken aback, like, wait a minute, I was just born, and I’m white. God, now 

you’re telling me I got this privilege. 

 

And of course, the more I thought about it, the more I realized, God, I had a wonderful 

upbringing. I had food on the table every night. Our house was clean. Both my parents were 

employed. We got wonderful educations. How did that all play into my life, where somebody 

else’s life, systemic racism? Institutional racism. The military, everywhere there’s racism. 

Housing. And so yes, whether or not I like the term white privilege, I’ve got it. You know? I 

benefit from being white, every day. I understand it. 

 

Q: Did it change how you engaged the world? 
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Macfarlane: [03:32:12] Yes. I have a kind of interesting—had an interesting experience as a 

Battle Creek City Commissioner. I live in a very nice neighborhood right now. My neighbors are 

fairly affluent, professional people. Most of them belong to the Country Club, which is on 

Goguac Lake. I don’t live on the lake, but I live adjacent to a park that is on the lake. And before 

I got on the City Commission, I began to be perplexed as to why this park was the only park in 

Battle Creek that had an admission, and was only open for very limited hours, like sixty days of 

the year. And it’s this beautiful, beautiful piece of property. And I decided that I was going to 

take that on as a personal project. So, when I got on the City Commission, I wanted to open it up 

to be open year-round and free, free of charge, like every other park that’s paid for with taxes. 

And it was probably, oh, right up there with one of the most unbelievable experiences of my life, 

the backlash that I got from my neighbors. We held public hearings, and they were—around the 

community, I had some volunteers with United Way who happened to be African American, and 

I reached out to have them participate. And one woman said, “I can’t come. Nobody will like 

that I’m there.” 

 

And the things that were said about people who used the park; my favorite line from somebody 

was—I’ve got to remember this exactly—“Unsavory characters with boom boxes in less than 

desirable vehicles.” And when that person said it to me, I said, “Well, who are you talking 

about?” Because it had been up for a vote at the City Commission, and one of the other 

commissioners said this is all about race and class, opening the park up, and the resistance to it. 

And so, when he made this comment, I said, “So, who are you talking about?” He said, “Well, 

I’m talking about Lakeview High School students.” I said, “No, you’re not. Just don’t even go 
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there with me. I can’t even talk to you about this.” The minute I left the Commission, they put a 

fee back in to enter the park. Somebody said to me after that happened that they were glad, 

because the blacks wouldn’t—there wouldn’t be as many blacks in the park. 

  

So, having these things being said that are so hurtful, and my reply to that person was, “You 

know, I don’t like that. You know I don’t like it when you say—that’s a horrible thing to say.” 

So, racism is alive and well. We know it. It hasn’t gone away. It’s really insidious. It’s very hard 

to fight. It’s so engrained in us that it’s just difficult. So, I think this conversation, if we can have 

conversations and be honest, would be wonderful. But they’re really hard to have. 

 

Q: How often do you think about your own race? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:33:51] Not that much [laughs]. 

 

Q: Can you put my question into your—? 

 

Macfarlane: Oh, how often do I think about my own race? Not that much. Probably the only time 

that I really thought about it was [laughs], I remember one time we went to a restaurant. My kids 

played ice hockey, and we were in Dearborn, and went into a fast food restaurant, and we were 

the only white people. That was probably one of the few times I thought about it. And I thought, 

wow, I think I’m probably experiencing something that other people have experienced so much, 

and it’s the first time in my life I’ve ever experienced it. Wow, that’s interesting, isn’t it? Hmm. 

Wow, yes. 
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Q: Do you think you get any benefits, or have you received any benefits, do you think, from 

being white? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:34:13] Probably, yes. I’m allowed anywhere I want to go. I’m certainly not 

stopped by the police as often as black people are stopped by the police. I don’t think I’ve ever 

felt like I was watched in a store, or any of the things that I hear happen to black people 

frequently. I certainly think there are doors that open to me that are not open to other people. So, 

do I have benefits? Yes. 

 

Q: Are there drawbacks to being white? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:34:30] I don’t think so. Not in our society. There’s no drawbacks to being white. 

 

Q: Have you ever, knowing that doors are open, you know that you can get certain things, have 

you ever consciously taken advantage of the fact that you were white, and got something or did 

something that you wanted to do? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:34:42] Sorry I’m laughing about this. Have I ever had an opportunity to use 

privilege? Yes. Have I? I have. And it was recent. After I did it, and I don’t want to get into the 

details of it, because it was, well, it was kind of a long story. But anyhow, both my husband and I 

said, “You realize that never would have happened to somebody else in this community.” And 

I’m like, “I know. I know that.” And I did, when I took the privilege, I told the people that I was 
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taking the privilege from that I hoped that they rectified the situation for everyone. I doubt that 

they did. 

 

Q: That’s a very cryptic description of something. [laughter] I’m trying to imagine the situation. 

 

Macfarlane: [03:35:04] Okay. Okay, I’ll tell you the situation. We were on a vacation, and I 

forgot to pay our water bill. And I must have missed it for two months, okay? Because when we 

got home, the water was shut off. And my husband was not happy with me, because I pay the 

bills, and obviously, I’m the one that failed to pay the water bill. And rather than have the wrath 

of living with him over the weekend without water, and Monday was a holiday, and waiting until 

Tuesday to get water on, I called on people. And my water was on. And I know it wouldn’t have 

happened to somebody else. I totally understand it. And it was a situation where I had to weigh 

the, do I live like this all weekend? Or do I try to fix this situation? And I was able to do it, and 

rather quickly. And I realize other people wouldn’t be able to. And I felt guilty afterwards. But I 

liked the water. [laughs] 

 

Q: How attached are you to your whiteness, the idea of being white? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:35:37] I don’t know. I don’t think about it. I don’t think about the fact that I 

walk around white. 

 

Q: So, but not thinking about it and being attached to it, I think, are two different things, right? 

So, do you feel like you don’t put value on it, or—? 
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Macfarlane: [03:35.46] So my attachment to being white? I don’t know if I think about it that 

often. I may think about it in specific situations, like the example I just gave you about the water 

being turned back on, that I recognize that there are other people who wouldn’t have that. And 

whether that’s class, connections, because I know the mayor, I know the vice mayor. But I 

suspect all of those things are because I’m white. And there are other times where it may enter 

into my consciousness, but it’s not a daily dose of, gee, I’m white, I’ve got all of these things. 

But it certainly is a topic of conversation with the people that I know. We talk about white 

privilege. 

 

Q: I guess one way to think about it would be, like, if you when you leave, there are two doors 

over here. If you walk through one of them, there’s a random fifty percent chance that you’ll 

come out the other side black, and if you walk through the other one, you’re guaranteed to come 

through the other side white. Would you care—which—would you make a choice between one 

of the doors? Would you care? Or would you pick a particular one? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:36:18] Well, that’s a really tough, theoretical question. Which door would I pick 

if I had a fifty percent chance of walking out one and turning into something different? I’d 

probably stay me. I mean, that’s all I know, is me. I certainly recognize that if I walked out of the 

door and turned black, that there would be other things that would be challenges in my life, that 

probably aren’t right now. 

 



  Macfarlane – 1 – 13 
 

Q: And that’s what I mean by saying, how attached to it are you? A lot of people say, “Well, I 

don’t care what color I am.” Then you’re, like, “Well then, would you give it up? Would you 

voluntarily give up your whiteness?” 

 

Macfarlane: [03:36:34] Probably not. 

 

Q: You know, you’ve obviously thought about this a lot, and you talk about this idea of 

privilege, and recognizing privilege. Do we, as white people, have an obligation to people of 

color because of our history? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:36:43] Absolutely. We have a huge obligation. So, start with slavery, which was 

horrendous. Jim Crow laws, barring housing laws, discrimination in education—everywhere. I 

mean, even though the laws have changed, the attitudes, many of them, have not. There’s been 

progress, but certainly we are so far from achieving any type of racial equity. You know, police 

brutality. Does it exist? Not every police officer is bad. But certainly, there have been a number 

of African Americans who have been brutally murdered by the police, maybe brutally murdered 

might not be politically correct, but gunned down without a trial, without a charge. And in some 

of these situations, you watch the video, and it’s, like, okay, you know? Wow. And this is still 

going on in our society. It may not be lynchings. Tuskegee airmen. Really? We inject people 

with syphilis without their knowledge because they’re black and we can get away with it? That’s 

a horrid history. We don’t want to talk about it. So, can you rectify that? We need to. 
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Q: How are we related to that history, you and me, in 2017? You say we don’t want talk, but 

what is our personal relationship to that history? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:37:32] Well, that’s why white privilege, when I first heard it was like, what? I 

was just born. I did not do this. But everyone in our society is a part of those institutions. And so, 

when we tolerate, when we don’t speak up, when we don’t attempt to change things, then we’re 

part of that culture. So, I may not be directly the person who did it, but I am a part of that culture 

and that society and those institutions that have created that, and they still exist. They may not be 

as bad. But, and the legacy of what has happened with African Americans, I mean, I was doing 

some grant research recently. I like demographic information, for some reason. And there’s an 

organization in town that is looking to create a youth village. So, I was looking at the census 

tracks near that. And when you look at the disparities in the community, the lingering effect of 

racism is hurting us all. We have such pockets of poverty and unemployment in our community. 

And one census track, I think the median household income was thirteen thousand. 

Unemployment was upwards of fifty, and it was, like, ninety percent black. 

 

So as a member of this community, why does that exist? Why are we allowing it to exist? And 

do we even know it? I know it, because I looked for it. But it’s not broadly known throughout the 

community, and so nothing gets done. 

 

Q: And what about personally? Are there any people of color in your immediate family, or 

slightly extended family? Do you have any close personal relationships in your family to anyone 

who is not white? 
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Macfarlane: [03:38:26] Everyone in our family is white. I have one close friend who’s black, 

female. Funny story about our neighborhood; a friend of mine who used to live at the end of our 

street, she had a black friend come to her house one time, and the next day she told me that the 

black friend said, “That was the scariest drive of my life.” I said, “What do you mean, scary? Our 

neighborhood’s really safe.” And she said she’s black. She felt so threatened driving in our 

neighborhood, because of her fear of what would happen to her if she was seen in the 

neighborhood. So, I digress a little bit, but no, we’re still pretty racially separate. 

 

Q: So how do you reconcile that someone like you, who obviously cares about it, has thought 

about it, cared enough about it to take on your neighborhood? How do you reconcile the fact, 

with yourself, that you have your belief system, and yet your life seems to be also pretty 

segregated? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:38:54] Yes, it is. We’re still a fairly segregated community. I think one of the 

questions that is on one of the interviews, you know, where do you work, and what’s the 

percentage of black people? And probably I’ve known more black people through work than 

through other social circles. So, when my kids were growing up, you’re typically friends with 

their parents. We live in a segregated neighborhood, although that’s changing. And many of your 

social circles are—they’re really very small. And breaking into new social circles isn’t really 

very easy. And regardless of what race they are. So no, I mean, that hasn’t happened. I haven’t 

really taken any action to make that happen. 
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Q: Is segregation de facto bad? Is it just always bad for there to be segregation? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:39:25] Oh, I don’t know. I mean, people tend to be friends to people who they 

see is very similar to them, whether that’s a good thing or not. I think we probably all need to 

move beyond our little bubbles. But that is kind of human nature. Most of my friends are female. 

I hang out with mostly women, right? Personally, you know. So, I don’ know. And you see 

segregation all over; it’s not just white people who segregate. We have a Burmese community in 

town. They’re pretty insulated and insular, and probably for valid reasons, of language and 

culture. And so how do you break those boundaries? I don’t know. 

 

Q: How would you describe yourself? What’s your hierarchy of identit: the things that make you 

who you are, how you see yourself when you hope the world sees you? 

 

Q: [03:39:51] How would the world see me? Boy, I don’t know. Probably people see me as a 

liberal female. I’ve probably taken on a couple of social causes, publicly. So probably people 

might say I’m a little bit of a community activist, although I do less of that now. I’m closer to 

retirement age, so I’m not as out there as I used to be. But liberal female, political, Democrat—

that might be kind of how it goes. 

 

Q: And how about how you see yourself? Like, woman, mother, activist? What’s sort of the 

hierarchy of identity for yourself? The things that are important to you? 
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Macfarlane: [03:40:16] Woman, the things that are important to me are that I am a mother, 

married, family—all really, really important. Community is important to me, though. I care 

about—ridiculously—public policy, because I think it’s the key to making change. I’ve tried to 

impact public policy—it’s difficult. It’s very, very difficult. That’s probably it. 

 

Q: Do you think that being a woman, or being white has had a bigger impact on your life? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:32:12] Oh, probably being a woman. 

 

Q: Would you put my question into your answer? 

 

Macfarlane: Oh, yes. Which has a bigger impact, being a woman, or being white? Probably 

being a woman. Part of being a woman is, did you—there are times when I know that gender is a 

barrier. So in that regard, I have experienced barriers. And I think it makes me more able to 

relate to other barriers that exist, that are even worse than just being female. Because being white 

male, obviously, is the best thing in the world. And down from that, yes, is being white female. 

And probably being black male is the hardest thing in the world. I think we view black males as 

different, still. Many people. I don’t, but I think a lot of people do. And so, I think that it’s got to 

be really hard to overcome a lot of the prejudice that’s still out there. 

 

Q: And so, what about in your family, if—and I know it’s—I know you know what sort of the 

quote-unquote, right answer is to this question. But just an honest answer that could be the right 

answer, is that if one of your sons had married a person of color, and had children, would that 
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have given you any pause? And maybe they have, I don’t know. No, you said everyone in your 

family is white. 

 

Macfarlane: Yes. 

 

Q: We’ve already been down that road. 

 

Macfarlane: [03:41:21] We’ve been down that road. You know, would I have cared? I don’t 

think so. There certainly are people out there who I know who would be offended, but I don’t 

think I would be offended, or in any way think much of it. I certainly would recognize it. And I 

don’t think anybody in my family would care. It just isn’t something—we were raised to respect 

people for being people. One of the first questions I was asked at the juvenile home was, “So 

what makes you kind of this white, middle class, recent college grad think that you can relate to 

the kids in the juvenile home who are primarily African American males?” And I said, “Well, 

don’t we all want the same thing? We want to be respected, appreciated for who we are. I think 

we have more in common than we have not.” I still believe that. But we don’t know one another 

very well. So, we still end up with this ridiculousness that goes on in our society. 

 

Q: What is it that makes someone white? What makes you white? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:41:53] Well first thing, the color of the skin’s pretty obvious. So, I walk around 

with it. 
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Q: Can you put my question into your—? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:41:58] Oh, so what makes somebody white? The first thing is pretty obvious, 

the color of your skin. So, it’s a message you carry around with you. You might as well have a 

placard across, you know? It’s there. Everybody can see it every day. With that comes a whole 

bunch of things that you don’t even know. But they’re there for you. 

 

Q: And let me talk a little about your faith. Do you attend a church or a synagogue, or any sort of 

an organization? Are you religious at all? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:42:12] I’m not religious at all. If I can say it, I am a secular humanist. An 

unusual faith. [laughs] 

 

Q: What does that mean? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:42:18] It means I’m an atheist, but I have beliefs. But I don’t have a belief in a 

supreme being that’s all-good and all-knowing, and all-caring. 

 

Q: Why did you want to participate in this? What was it that motivated you to take the survey, 

come down and talk to us? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:42:28] Well, I’m not sure we’re getting any better. I think we’re getting a little 

bit worse. Every day I get more concerned about where we’re going and where we’re headed as a 
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country. It’s painful to see our society being divided, ripped apart, minorities being denigrated. 

Certainly, after the Trump election, it’s gotten worse. I know people who have been targeted. 

The public discourse is coarser. The whole now NFL [National Football League] kneeling is—

you know. Even that, the right for whites to protest, I think blacks just aren’t allowed to protest. 

That’s the bottom line with what’s going on right now. You’re black, don’t protest. Somebody 

online posted something that NFL players should just be grateful white people fought for them in 

the Civil War. And I did some research and posted an article in response that said, “Maybe you 

want to read a little bit of the history of what occurred, and how many blacks were in the Civil 

War, by the way, and who was barred from serving in the Civil War.” So, we’re not getting 

better. And so why did I do it? Because we need to have some conversations. We need a wake-

up call. 

 

Q: What do black people not know about white people, or misunderstand? Or—yes, 

misunderstand about white people? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:43:10] I don’t know. Maybe that not every white person’s a racist. I still 

harbor—I read the paper every day, and in Battle Creek there’s a lot of stories about black crime. 

I’m not a perfect human being, by any means. And certainly, there are things that happen to me 

that I recognize there still are racial issues that are engrained in my brain. After we opened the 

park up and walked in one day, and there was an African American man with a beautiful SUV, 

and playing rap music really loud. And I was, like, “Oh, my God, he’s going to—the neighbors, 

oh God, they’re all going to be so mad.” And then I thought, “Geez, what if this were two white 

guys in a pickup truck playing country music? Nobody would blink an eye.” So, I realized that 
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this is so engrained in our society that we really do need to be able to have conversations and be 

honest with ourselves. And I don’t know if we—I don’t think we are. 

 

Q: Was there something in particular that you wanted to make sure you had a chance to say in 

this? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:43:54] No, I don’t think so. I think I’ve shared several stories. I will give one 

more example, and this is in my neighborhood, and this isn’t that long ago, where we had a black 

family who moved into the neighborhood, and the house went back on the market. And a 

neighbor came over and asked me if my husband and I would consider going in on purchasing 

the house so that we could prevent a black person from moving in. And I said, “No. No! Are you 

crazy? No. I don’t care who lives in the house.” So yes, that’s why I think it’s important. White 

people know that there is racism. I certainly don’t—I mean, I may be—we all have this race that 

is out there and impacting us. And as a white person, I guess I know more about how white 

people feel, because they’ll share it with me. And it’s, like, stop it. I don’t want you to do that. 

Because you’re wrong. Your thoughts are just so bad. And yet you feel free to express them to 

me? And I don’t agree with them. And what makes you think I agree with them? Because I 

don’t. Have I ever given you the impression I agree with your thoughts? No, I hope not. 

 

Q: What do you think drives something like that? What is driving your neighbor? Is it that they 

would come over and suggest that to you? 
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Macfarlane: [03:44:33] I don’t know. I really do not know, other than total ignorance, just the 

ability of white people to have that power? I had another incident where a guy was dropping off 

wood, and I ended up in a conversation with him. He said that his—he lived in Albion, 

Michigan, but he had his child live with a relative in Marshall, because he wouldn’t send his 

child to school in Albion where a black guy could touch her, a girl. And I wanted to say, “Pick 

up the wood and haul it back.” I didn’t. And I had an incident where a Battle Creek Public school 

teacher was painting my house, and started talking to me about how black kids couldn’t learn. 

And I wanted to call Battle Creek Public Schools and say, “Oh, God, you got a racist teacher. 

How can he teach black kids when he hates them? He thinks they’re dumb. And he’s telling me 

this because I’m white, and I don’t agree with him.” I didn’t speak up then. I can’t remember 

what I said to him, but I didn’t do anything. 

  

So how do I personally impact race? I guess this was an opportunity to express some of it. I’m 

older now. I don’t care. 

 

Q: Knowing all of this and how you feel, do you feel helpless in the face of this? Do you feel you 

have agency in the face of this? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:45:10] Not much. 

 

Q: Can you put the—? 

 

Macfarlane: Do I have agency? Can I change things? I don’t think I have much. 
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Q: So, the question is, do you feel like you have any agency? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:46:08] So probably really the only agency that I have in working on racial issues 

is probably with white people. And so, in situations where I’ve had an opportunity, I have 

spoken up and tried to communicate. Why some things that people do and say, well, I don’t 

agree with them. And probably— 

 

Q: So yes, just going back to the agency question, of whether do you feel agency [unclear]? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:46:26] Racial issues sometimes feel so powerless, that you can do anything. 

Probably the way that I think I can do it best is one-on-one with white people. I’ve tried public 

policy. Had some success, but not a lot. So really, as a white person, I think I have the 

opportunity to be able to talk to people when they say things that are racially just harmful. 

 

Q: And what about Battle Creek? Where is Battle Creek on the spectrum of racial equality? And 

where is it going? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:46:46] You know, Battle Creek on the spectrum of racial equality; when my son 

first met his wife, and the first time I met her, she was talking about a restaurant downtown 

Battle Creek. And I said I hadn’t been there, and she said, well, that’s because people who live 

where you do don’t drive north of Territorial. And I’m, like, “Well, yes, I do.” But she’s correct. 

There are geographic boundaries in the city. I think they’re slightly lessened. And the city has a 
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huge focus on equity, has had for years. But we haven’t made much progress. I worked with a 

woman who wanted to do—what’s the name of the housing—mixed income housing. And some 

of the conversation that I talked to her about is, who’s going to be the white champion, because 

it’s going to take white people to allow for mixed income housing. Who in this community is 

going to do it? So, we say a lot, but I’m not sure we have done a lot. 

 

Q: I think that we’ve covered a lot of ground here. So, anything else that I didn’t ask you about, 

that you wanted to say? 

 

Macfarlane: [03:47:22] Well, one story that I think is kind of funny. When my son moved back 

to Battle Creek after college and living in Chicago, he organized a bike ride community-wide, 

where people could dress up in costume and meet downtown, and he’d go take them on a bike 

ride. And he’d have twenty people from the south side of town, the predominantly white side of 

town, who’d show up in costume. And they would ride through neighborhoods of Battle Creek 

that they would never have driven a car through. And I said to him, “You don’t know what you 

did. What you did was unbelievable. Everybody had a great time. They went through 

neighborhoods they’d never walk in, they wouldn’t drive through, and it was wonderful. 

Everybody in the neighborhoods liked it. All the bike riders liked it. Those are kind of the natural 

things we need to do to try to learn that we can just live with one another, and everybody will 

enjoy each other. But it happens so rarely. I just thought it was an interesting thing that he did. 

 

Q: What I want to do now is just take some stills of you. 
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Macfarlane: Okay. 

 

Q: So just look at me. This is the most difficult part of the whole thing. 

 

Macfarlane: Look at you, like— 

 

Q: Yes, just looking, not saying anything. 

 

Macfarlane: —okay. 

 

Q: Yes, so it’s— 

 

Macfarlane: And then I’m going to laugh. 

 

Q: —try and just relax your face completely. 

 

Macfarlane: Like, no no, I can’t do that. 

 

Q: Yes, you can. Like a total—I think [unclear]— 

 

Macfarlane: No. 

 

Q: —or do yoga, or something. 
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Macfarlane: No. 

 

Q: You don’t do yoga? 

 

Macfarlane: I do yoga. 

 

Q: Yes, you see? 

 

Macfarlane: You see, you know, you’re making stereotypes about me. 

 

Q: Am I right? Am I right about my stereotypes about you? 

 

Macfarlane: No. You’re right. [laughter] 

 

Q: Just, like—[laughter] Wait until we get there. So just— 

 

Macfarlane: I’m sorry. 

 

Q2: Don’t look at Whitney. 

 

Macfarlane: Don’t look in that box. You’re going to make me laugh. 
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Q: Okay, just look at my hand. I’ll look at the— 

 

Macfarlane: I’m still—[laughter] I’m still giggling, I’m sorry. 

 

Q: Yes, I’m trying to— 

 

Macfarlane: I just can’t get that mouth to—you know, like— 

 

Q2: [unclear]. 

 

Macfarlane: If you didn’t ask me to do this, I’d be able to do it. 

 

Q2: That’s the story of my life. 

 

Macfarlane: [laughs] Sorry. 

 

Q: I just did, like, three seconds of you in, like—and you know, the thing is, when someone 

relaxes their face— 

 

Macfarlane: [laughs] Yes? 

 

Q: Maybe not true in your case. But, you know, you can see something about them that’s 

different than when they’re smiling. 
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Macfarlane: Okay. 

 

Q: All right? 

 

Macfarlane: [laughs] I’m sorry. 

 

Q: It’s okay. You have a very nice smile. So, this is, like— 

 

Macfarlane: Don’t smile. Like a serious face. 

 

Q: —not serious. 

 

Macfarlane: Okay. 

 

Q: Not serious. Relax. 

 

Macfarlane: That’s about as relaxed as you’re going to get. I can tell you this. 

 

Q: All right, I think I got a frame. We got a couple frames in there. 

 

Q2: Yes, I know. [unclear] 

 



  Macfarlane – 1 – 29 
 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 

 


