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PREFACE 

 

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

by Interviewer Whitney Dow on September 29th, 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. 



 

 

Reader: [04:37:01] A lot of us were like, “OK, transgender people are in the military,” but you 

didn’t hear much about it. And then, he blows it up. And then, you’ve got generals saying, 

“Well, they’re valued people. We want to keep them. They’re an important part of our troops.” 

And you wouldn’t have had, I think, these people who are relatively conservative and relatively 

quiet because of their position coming out and making these statements in support in the past. 

And I think—so it catalyzed it or crystallized it. I’m not sure which yet. You know? 

 

Q: [04:37:14] Yes, no, absolutely. I think that he’s—again, it’s not the way you want it to 

happen, but he’s definitely getting people to speak up that haven’t spoke up, who wouldn’t 

necessarily speak up. So, yes, no, it’s—as I said, it’s an interesting time. The whole white 

nationalist movement is interesting.  

 

Reader: [04:37:21] Yeah, frightening. I didn’t know they were here with us in the way that they 

seem to be. 

 

Q: [04:37:23] Yes, so it’s—how are we doing? 

 

Crew: [04:37:25] Good. Good.  
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Q: [04:37:26] All right.  

 

Crew: [04:37:26] [unclear] 

 

Q: [04:37:27] [unclear] Yes, [unclear].  

 

Crew: [04:37:28] [unclear]. 

 

Q: [04:37:29] Cool.  

 

Crew: [04:37:32] [unclear]. All right. We’re good. We’re rolling. 

 

Q: [04:37:36] All right. So, first of all, can you tell me your name, where you’re from and what 

you do, and a little about yourself? 

 

Reader: [04:37:39] Sure. My name is Chris Reader. I’m from Grand Rapids, Michigan. I’ve lived 

there my whole life except for when I went away to college, and I went to the University of 

Houston for my undergrad. I work at Spectrum Health, which is a hospital system, and I 

primarily work on the insurance side of that, which is Priority Health. So I have a master’s in 

computer science—undergrad, and a master’s in computer science, and I have a wife and a 

seven-year-old daughter and a two-year-old son. And then, a lot of my spare time is spent 

working to build a better Grand Rapids, so I’ve chaired the parks and rec advisory board, and I 

chaired—co-chaired one of the master plan processes and chaired a major committee on another. 
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Right now, I’m serving on the Historical Preservation Commission, which is great, great fun and 

really interesting, so, yes, that’s what I do. 

 

Q: [04:38:07] What motivated you to get involved in this project? 

 

Reader: [04:38:09] So I think someone—I was motivated to get involved because I saw the—I 

think I saw the survey on Facebook, and so—or somewhere, and I think someone said, “Hey, 

they’re doing a survey on whiteness,” and I—you know, it’s really interesting to look at surveys 

and see what questions they’re asking. So I mostly took it just to see what the questions were.  

 

Q: [04:38:20] And, once you saw the survey, what motivated you to sort of—when Sam called 

and said, “Oh, we wanted to interview you,” that you were just like, “OK”? 

 

Reader: [04:38:23] I’m still interested in the questions. [laughter] 

 

Q: [04:38:25] OK. All right. So let’s get to some of the questions then. 

 

Reader: [04:38:26] Sure. 

 

Q: [04:38:27] How would you rank—what’s your sort of hierarchy of identity when you think of 

yourself? You told me you’re a father. You’re a community activist. You’re a health 

professional. You’re—how would you rank—how would you sort of rank your hierarchy of 

identity? 
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Reader: [04:38:33] Like, where— 

 

Q: [04:38:34] What’s the most important thing to you and how—sort of how you move through 

the world and how people see you? 

 

Reader: [04:38:38] Yeah. So I think a lot of my identity sits in my intellectual life as a—I work 

in software, so as a developer and someone who can build software, and a lot of it sits in my 

activities around the community. So that’s a really weird place for your identity to sit, I think, 

sometimes just because you don’t—you’re never the only person involved, so there’s nothing 

that you can ever really point to and say, “I did this.” Everything that I can point to, I can say, 

“We did this,” but even still, like, to be involved and to be a part and to be a voice, has been a 

real honor to me. So I think I have a lot of my self-worth tied into that, and then being a father is 

just incredible. 

 

Q: [04:39:06] And where does your racial identity fit into that equation? 

 

Reader: [04:39:08] It fits—so, at work, I think we’re pretty colorblind, so a lot of my team is 

Indian, and we—so I would say, in the IT sphere at Spectrum, it leans male. It leans white, but 

there are a fair amount of Indian employees and a few African American. As far as my family, I 

mean, we’re white, but I don’t feel like I would parent any differently or interact any differently, 

so I don’t think there’s a white—and maybe there is. Maybe there’s a white way of family, but I 

don’t know that there is. And then, as far as the community, that’s where I’m most interested 
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because—so Grand Rapids is—we were talking earlier about how it’s a recovering post-

industrial city, and it is. It’s really recovering, and white people are doing well in Grand Rapids. 

African American people, Forbes rated us the second-to-the-worst city for African American 

people, and we’ve got—you know, we’ve got a history of redlining. We’ve got a history of 

segregating education. You know, we were, I think, racially as bad as any city, and it lasted up 

until—into my lifetime, and clearly the repercussions are still there, access to capital, small-

business ownership. And then, the one that really concerns me is involvement in the community, 

so, you know, you—if you’re building a community, in building a successful one, you have to 

build it with the people who are there. And if you don’t involve half the people who are there, I 

don’t know what you’re building. 

 

Q: [04:40:01] When you said at work that your—that work is pretty colorblind, what do you 

mean by that? 

 

Reader: [04:40:03] I don’t think anything happens to anyone, as far as I know, there because of 

their color.  

 

Q: [04:40:05] And could you put my question into your answer? 

 

Reader: [04:40:06] Yes, so when I say work is “colorblind,” I mean, I don’t think your 

employment or your treatment or your success is based on your color, and I hope it’s not. I’m a 

technical lead, but I work with a director who’s an Indian woman, and I think we have other 

Indian women who are in leadership. We have women who are in leadership. You know, I 
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don’t—we have African American technical people on the floor, but—yes, so I don't—I’m 

hoping people and I believe people succeed there on the merits of their ability. 

 

Q: [04:40:26] Do you think that if you talked to your African American colleagues that they 

would say the same thing, that it’s colorblind, that it’s a colorblind business? 

 

Reader: [04:40:32] I think so? I hope so. You know, here’s the thing, though. They’re there, but 

as a proportion of the community they’re not equally represented. So how do you justify that? I 

think that might make it hard for them to say it’s a colorblind business.  

 

Q: [04:40:43] How often do you think about your own race? 

 

Reader: [04:40:45] I would say I think about my own race pretty rarely.  

 

Q: [04:40:48] Can you—do you recall an experience where you became very conscious of your 

race? 

 

Reader: [04:40:51] Yes. So I grew up in Grand Rapids, and I remember having a black friend in 

kindergarten. I went through high school, and there were—there was one African American 

student that I can remember, a few Vietnamese students. And then, I went to college in Houston, 

and this was maybe the first time I really became conscious of being white. I went to the DMV 

or whatever it is there to get an ID, a Texas ID, and I was the only white person in the room. And 

I’m quite certain that was the first time that had ever happened to me, but, I mean, nothing else 
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about the visit was remarkable beyond that. I mean, it was perfectly fine, but, yes, it was the first 

time I think I ever was a minority. 

 

Q: [04:41:13] And that really stuck with you. I’m not saying you’re not young, but you didn’t 

just graduate from college.  

 

Reader: [04:41:16] Right. Yes. No, it was—it was definitely, like, you know—I don’t even 

know—a shock, but it was like—I had always moved through a world of white people before, 

very—I don’t even think I was in places where there was racial parity in the space I was in up 

until that point. So, yes, it was just interesting. I don’t know. There was nothing wrong or bad 

about it, but it was a surprise. Yes.  

 

Q: [04:41:36] Which do you think has had a bigger impact on your trajectory through life, the 

fact that you’re white or the fact that you’re male? 

 

Reader: [04:41:40] I would say, knowing the statistics, the fact that I’m white. Male certainly 

didn’t hurt. 

 

Q: [04:41:43] Can you put my question— 

 

Reader: [04:41:44] Oh, sure. Yes. So the thing that did—what had a bigger impact on my life, 

the fact that I’m male or the fact that I’m white? And I would say being white, white first and 
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male second, and then having upper-middle-class parents third. So, you know, I had every 

opportunity.  

 

Q: [04:41:55] And can you sort of codify some of those ways that it impacted you? How has it 

impacted your life? 

 

Reader: [04:41:59] Well, so, being white, male, and with parents who were financially well-

off—you know, for middle-class people they did well—that impacted my life, one, because I 

was almost always working. The people that I was working with who had some influence over 

my direction would have been white. It’s hard to say how being male does, but, you know, I 

think you just have a general male bonus, right? Some males are the leaders. They get paid more. 

You’ve got that classroom thing where boys are called on more than girls, so just—that had to 

have an effect, and then, yes, I think having parents who had gone to college and, you know, 

who had friends who were in business, and then both the business connections and the fact that I 

would say in Grand Rapids your business world is still a pretty white world at least in the 

professional realm. Yes, I think that all helped. 

 

Q: [04:42:34] As you started thinking about some of this stuff, did it or the fact that you’re even 

cognizant of it in this conversation—do you feel like you’ve changed your behavior once you 

started to sort of think about these things? 

 

Reader: [04:42:42] Well, yeah. Once I became—I think I had the privilege to not be cognizant of 

race for a long time. I still could just ignore it and go through life, and being, you know, ignorant 
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of it would not impact me whatsoever, I think. I mean, being—I think being cognizant of race 

has affected how I move through my world. You know, I think if you—I don’t think it has 

affected me at home. I think home is home, but I think it’s affected where I live. I live in a 

neighborhood in the city, which is a third—the neighborhood association is about a third 

Hispanic, a third African American, and a third white. The really interesting thing is, within that 

neighborhood, there are still segregated lines. So my part of the neighborhood is financially well 

off, so my neighbors—of the houses that directly surround mine, there are two African American 

families, and the rest are white. But, you know, generally, this part of the neighborhood is whiter, 

and then there’s a Hispanic part of the neighborhood. Hispanics have really been moving in to 

what would have been an African American part of the neighborhood before, and then there’s 

sort of still an African American part of the neighborhood. Both tend to be poorer, and, you 

know—but I still wanted to be in the city, and I didn’t want my children to grow up not seeing 

minorities around. And then, when I’m busy with the city building stuff, I really worry about, 

“Are we including people? How do we include people? How do we get people to even care?” 

And if you’ve been under the impression that your local government is not for you or 

government is not for you, that your local institutions aren’t for you, and someone asks you to 

come to a meeting, why would you go? You know, I think we have a history of having made that 

pretty clear. So, yes, I think it changes how I have try to operate. 

 

Q: [04:43:52] You said that you could go through life not being aware of your race, not engaging 

it, that it wouldn’t affect you at all, yet you do. What’s the motivation, then, to engage it if you 

could lead, essentially, an easier life by not engaging it? 
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Reader: [04:44:02] So I think the motivation to engage with my race and to be—I want to say—I 

don’t know how to exactly say it, but to be engaged with that thought and to affect your 

behavior—to affect my behavior, one of the reasons I’m engaged with that is because it seems 

like a vast unfairness. You know, we’ve done wrong things, and I think we—as a culture and as 

a nation, and I don’t feel like we really have been working to address those, certainly not in the 

systematic way, I think, that we would need to fix them. I think there’s some idealism. You 

know, I think if you consider yourself a citizen and, I think, if you consider our sort of national 

myths as important, like “All men are created equal” and “Liberty and justice for all” and those 

kinds of things, then, when you don’t see them, I think you have an obligation to work for them. 

And then, I do have the privilege of time and the privilege to engage in these city-building efforts 

or community-building efforts. So, given that I’m there and someone else isn’t, then it’s, I guess, 

my responsibility to try to make the difference I can. 

 

Q: [04:44:42] And when you [unclear]—why is it your responsibility? 

 

Reader: [04:44:44] Well, because I’m there, so it’s—as a citizen who is able to engage in these 

community activities that I’m engaged in and as a citizen who’s able to be a leader on 

committees or engaged in activities where there are a limited number of people, then I feel like I 

have the responsibility to represent the citizens who aren’t there. Right? So if I’m there as a 

representative of the rest of the city, then I need to represent everyone. And I know that if you go 

to these, pretty much any community meeting, it’s going to be largely white. It’s going to be 

people who have the time and the interest and the ability to come to a meeting someplace and 

give their views, and they need to—they feel comfortable enough to do that. So, given that it’s 
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going to be mostly white, Hispanics folks aren’t there, and African American folks aren’t there. 

In Grand Rapids, they’re a big part of the community, so if I’m there and they’re not—I’d rather 

have them there. I’d rather not—and I’m not speaking on their behalf per se, but I want to do 

things that benefit them and benefit everyone and make them feel like a part of the community. I 

don’t know. I’m getting lost here. 

 

Q: [04:45:29] Well, I guess, a couple of things, would you—have you ever taken—used your 

whiteness consciously to get something you wanted? 

 

Reader: [04:45:35] I don’t think I have. I don’t think I’ve ever used my whiteness consciously to 

get anything in particular. So I’ve had—I’ve been in the position where I’ve been pulled over a 

few times, and, particularly when I was a young college student, I used—I’m sure my whiteness 

played into it, right? So, in Houston, a white college student in a car who is kind of a young guy, 

you know, “We’ll let him off this time,” you know, I’m sure it helped. But beyond that, I don’t—

I can’t think of anything. 

 

Q: [04:45:55] Have you received—do you feel like you receive any benefits from being white? 

 

Reader: [04:45:57] Oh, yeah. Yeah, I think everyone who’s white receives benefits from being 

white, right? So I know we get—we have the subprime thing. White people don’t get pushed into 

subprime loans, so, yeah, I’m sure. I wouldn’t have taken one, but maybe I wouldn’t have been 

offered a loan then. I don’t know how that played. How does that work? You know, and just—I 

think the fact is that if you’re always dealing with people who look like you, they assume you’re 
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one of the team, and then you get whatever benefit accrues there, right, whereas if there’s any 

animosity to black people, I never faced that ever. So, I’m sure there’s a benefit to being white. I 

think that part of the white privilege we talk about is that we don’t know what the benefits are 

because we’re never penalized. 

 

Q: [04:46:23] Are you happy you’re white? 

 

Reader: [04:46:26] Yeah, I’m—I guess I’m happy I’m white because I’m not sure—I’ve never 

been anything else. I think it would be harder. Yeah, I think it would be harder to be black, and it 

certainly would be harder to be Hispanic right now, you know, where you’re demonized, or 

you’re an other. Yeah, that’s—I really wonder what that would be like, because if you—I think if 

you’ve ever dealt with someone who’s, you know, a little crazy, right, and you’re always 

working with—and you’re, say, working with them, right, and you don’t want to say the thing 

that sets them off and lets out the crazy, right? I sort of feel like that must be part of that 

experience. You’re always—I think you’d always be kind of wondering whether you’re being 

treated this way because you’re the person you are or treated this way because of the color you 

are. And then, there’s always that fear that this is going to be the person who represents the 

crazy, and you’re going to do or say the wrong thing, and then it’s going to come out, and it’s 

going to be at best really uncomfortable, but at worst threatening or dangerous or soul-crushing, 

you know, so yeah.  

 

Q: [04:47:06] Is there a definable white culture? People talk about black culture and Latino 

culture. Is there a white culture? 
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Reader: [04:47:11] Yeah, culture is tricky. So is there a definable white culture? I think culture is 

pretty tricky, because I think if you talk to Latinos they don’t feel like it’s just one culture. 

You’ve got a Cuban culture and a Puerto Rican culture, so I think that you probably have white 

cultures in the same way. I think you—my grandparents were Polish and Dutch and English or 

our main branches, and the Polish grandparents ate different food than the English-Dutch 

grandparents, so that’s cultural, a little bit. And then, you know, they were—the Polish 

grandparents were Catholic, and the Dutch were Methodist, and they were less religious, and the 

other grandparents weren’t. But, yes, I think there’s probably [a greater?] culture, right, so there 

has got to be—I think if you look at just the swoop of American culture, it represents black 

people a lot less and in different ways and not in as rich ways over time. It doesn’t represent 

Hispanic people much at all, so, you know, I think it’s maybe like—in a lot of ways, white 

culture is kind of the air of our culture. And then, the other cultures are kind of like precious 

stones or something, but they’re not integrated, in a way.  

 

Q: [04:47:51] Do you feel connected to white American culture? When you think about yourself, 

do you feel like you’re sort of part of white American culture and feel connected to it? 

 

Reader: [04:57:57] Do I feel part of white American culture? Well, I think, yes, kind of. In a 

way, I feel connected to it. I mean, it’s the culture I saw growing up, right, so TV programs, and 

a lot of the music I listened to as a kid would have been by, you know, white performers. I kind 

of feel like going to a symphony is kind of a white experience in a weird way. I think there are 

probably cultural things that—yeah, I don’t know. But if there is one, I don’t see how I can’t be 
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part of it. I mean, I have to be just because, again, I think if you, unfortunately, look at a white 

culture, it’s kind of our default, or it has been. I don’t think that has changed a hundred percent 

yet.  

 

Q: [04:48:28] Do you ever feel guilty just for being white? 

 

Reader: [04:48:30] No. No, that’s—so I never got the chance to decide, so I don’t feel guilty 

about being white. Yeah, so—yeah, I never said, “OK, I’m going to be white, and I’ll let these 

other people have the raw end of the deal,” so I don’t feel guilty about it because I couldn’t help 

it. 

 

Q: [04:48:42] Is everybody in your family, both immediate and extended, white, or do you have 

anybody who’s a person of color of some kind in your family? 

 

Reader: [04:48:47] My cousin married an Indian man, and then my sister is dating a man who 

has an adopted daughter who, I think, was a refugee from Africa, but we’re—the rest of us are 

pretty white. 

 

Q: [04:48:55] And how is that experience of having someone who is not white integrate into 

your family? How has that been? Has there been—I’m not necessarily saying they’re negative, 

but how has that—has that changed things in your family at all? 

 



  Reader – 1 – 17 
 

Reader: [04:49:03] So having someone not white in my family hasn’t changed anything. Yeah, 

just—they’re our people, so glad to have them both.  

 

Q: [04:49:13] Based on our country’s history of slavery, of Jim Crow, of institutionalized racism 

and government-sponsored racist policies, sitting here in 2017, living our lives, what is our 

relation to that history? Do we have an obligation to mitigate anything from that history? Are we 

connected to it? Is it in the past? How are we related to history? 

 

Reader: [04:49:28] I think we’re related to—the history of our government and of our nation 

isn’t past, for sure, and we’re related to it in that it’s still really affecting the present, and we can 

see that with our eyes if we choose to. You know, if you go look at a map of redlining and go 

through those neighborhoods now, you know, they’re still the tough neighborhoods. That effect 

has not mitigated by the ending of redlining, and if you—the people there, I think, in a lot of 

ways are the descendents of the people who were there when it was being redlined. And the 

achievement gaps are still here. I think a lot of our present is defined by the policies of our past, 

and, you know, nearly all of it. Where we are at is because of what we have done. So, in order to 

have a different future, that means that now we need to begin changing what we’re going to do. 

So I think we have a real obligation right now, immediately, to begin addressing that. And I kind 

of felt like, with the election of Barack Obama, we would, and we probably didn’t achieve as 

much as I had hoped. And now, with the election of President Trump, I feel like we will do 

nothing at best, and at worst we’ll move backwards. I feel like we’re trending towards the worst. 
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Q: [04:50:11] And when you say “obligation,” what was those obligations specifically? What 

does that look like? 

 

Reader: [04:50:14] So what I think our goal should be is to end up with outcomes that are equal. 

So I think if you take any cohort of children of a certain age, the resulting percentages, the 

percent that grow up to be doctors or lawyers or software developers, you know, the percent that 

own their own homes and send their kids to school, to college, and the salaries, health outcomes, 

you know, where they live, the goal, I think, should be that they should—for whichever people 

you pick out of that group – they should be statistically equivalent. Everyone should be—no one 

should not be succeeding because of their race. Everyone should be succeeding, and I don’t—I 

think it’s really dangerous as a nation to have people who, generation after generation, don’t and 

aren’t allowed to succeed. And we—that’s just this massive waste of humanity too, so. 

 

Q: [04:50:50] But what are those obligations? How do they manifest themselves? What do you 

do? That’s a goal [unclear]. 

 

Reader: [04:50:53] True. 

 

Q: [04:50:54] And you look at the data, and the data shows intractable differences in outcome. 

We’ve seen this for generations, whether it’s health outcomes, education levels, mortgage rates, 

lifespan, everything. And there’s—black Americans move up. White Americans move up. The 

gap kind of stays the same. Latinos move up above blacks. Asians sometimes exceed whites. 
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How—if our goal is equal outcome, what are the things—look, I’m not—I know, probably, that 

if we had the answer we wouldn’t be sitting here. 

 

Reader: [04:51:11] [laughs] Yeah. 

 

Q: [04:51:12] But I think that there are—lots of people talk about—when you talk about 

“obligation,” I guess, what is the individual obligation, and what is the community obligation? 

Because I think those are sort of two separate things. 

 

Reader: [04:51:18] Right. So the question is how do we achieve parity in outcome. How do we 

make sure that no one is being held back in America because of their race, and what is my 

obligation as a citizen, and then what is our community’s obligation. So I think the obligation as 

a citizen is slightly easier of a question, and I think your obligation as a citizen is to really be 

aware, to know that this is a real problem, right, and to advocate in as many ways as you are able 

that we solve it. As a nation or as a community, there will—there is no easy way because we 

would have done it, I would hope, but, you know, I feel like the first place is maybe just to ask 

the people who aren’t, that you want to succeed more, what they need.  

 But, you know, really, it feels like a resource issue in a lot of ways, too, you know? If you 

—just so many things are easier if you have the resources. If you’ve got—if you don’t have to 

work two jobs, you can be home with your kids, and we know that’s better for kids. So maybe 

it’s a living wage or a minimum wage. If you don’t have healthcare and you’re sick, that’s just 

really tough. So, right now, we’re in this incredibly weird phase where we’re arguing if we 

should take healthcare away from millions of people, and I don’t understand why the argument 
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isn’t, “How do we get everyone the healthcare they need?” But I have to think that that’s a 

component. People are going to need care. Life sucks without care, healthcare. There has got to 

be a path to education and careers, and part of it is affordable college, I’m sure, and part of it 

might be technical careers and stuff, but part of it is networking. So how do we—if you’ve got a 

relatively white professional class, how do you—or any other class of business person, how do 

you move minorities into positions and make sure that they have the same ability to call up a 

friend and say, “Hey, I’m looking for a job, and do you guys got anything open?” If you don’t 

know those friends, you can’t call them. So I don’t know how we fix that exactly, but we’re still 

really segregated as people, so those networks don’t overlap in a lot of—at least in my 

community – in a lot of ways, I think.  

 

Q: [04:52:48] Are you—would you voluntarily give up your whiteness? 

 

Reader: [04:52:55] Um. [pauses] I’m not sure if I would voluntarily give us my whiteness. If it 

made—if it helped make things better, yeah, if we could all be gray, you know, yeah, sure, 

absolutely, in a minute. [pause] I think anyone who would say, “Look, I want to be put in a 

worse position structurally in our community, in our nation,” to say that I would voluntarily do 

that and inflict that on my children, that would be really tough. Yeah, that’s a tough one when 

it’s more fair for me than you and more fair for my children—or more than fair, I guess. But if it 

would fix—if it would help, I would do it. 

 

Q: [04:53:25] So, essentially, you’re saying that if the situation as it is currently, no, but if it 

would—if it somehow would facilitate making a—I assume, you know [unclear] were two doors, 
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and you picked one that would arbitrarily turn you black or white, that it could be a fifty percent 

chance you would lose your race, or you walked through the other door and you were guaranteed 

to stay white, you would pick—would you actively pick a door?  

 

Reader: [04:53:36] So would I actively choose to stay white, a fifty-fifty chance on the other 

door? Given the situation, no, I think you’d have to pick the white door, right? That’s the system 

we’ve got set up, and that would be—yeah. I mean, as awful as that is to say, I think that you 

can’t—I don’t want people to have advantages, and I don’t want to have an advantage over 

someone else just because I'm white, but, I mean, it’s clearly tougher to be black or Hispanic. I 

mean, yeah.  

 

Q: [04:53:59] Is there anything particularly that you wanted to say in this interview that you 

thought was important—when you knew you were coming down to talk—that you were like, “I 

really want to get this into the record?” 

 

Reader: [04:54:06] I didn’t come here with any particular thing I wanted to say. I really was 

interested in the questions you were going to ask. I don’t feel like I have any particular wisdom 

here, you know, so— 

 

Q: [04:54:10] [unclear]. 

 

Reader: [04:54:12] —really, I wanted to hear what you were asking, and I wanted to know if it 

would inform my thoughts more or better or give me a different perspective on where I’m at in 
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that kind of journey of a privileged white person. Right? So, yeah, I really came here to be 

prodded into thinking harder.  

 

Q: [04:54:24] Now you’re putting the pressure on me. [laughter] I hope I’ve delivered something 

of value, but I don’t know. Well, here’s a question for you. You talked a lot about being white 

here.  

 

Reader: [04:54:30] Yes. 

 

Q: [04:54:30] What makes you white? 

 

Reader: [04:54:31] Skin color. 

 

Q: [04:54:32] Purely skin color? It’s not—so you’re saying how people perceive you versus your 

genetics or versus your own perception of yourself. What is it that makes someone white? 

 

Reader: [04:54:37] Huh, so I think that’s a great question. What makes me white? Well, clearly, I 

mean, genetics affect your pigmentation, so in that aspect I’m white-pigmented. I’m a fair-

skinned person. I burn in the sun. So that makes me white, but largely it’s perception, right? So, 

you know, there have always—that idea of passing, right, the idea of black people who looked 

white, all of that is just perception. There’s nothing else—I mean, you’ve got your culture, but if 

everyone in my family was purple we could have that same culture, so it’s not incumbent on my 

whiteness or my purple-ness. But if we were—if purple was the dominant national color and we 
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had set everything up to be good for purples, we’d be right back where we started, right? But, 

yeah, I really think it’s just perception. 

 

Q: [04:55:04] So someone who is passing, who is half-black and half-white but looks really 

white, they’re white? 

 

Reader: [04:55:07] They’re—I think they, culturally, we would treat them as white, because we 

wouldn’t know any different. So Barack Obama, right—fifty percent white, fifty percent black—

he’s a black guy because he looks black. We treated him like a black person because he looks 

black, and there was no national discussion about how Barack Obama is—“He’s a half-white 

guy,” you know? So it’s—no one was like, “Oh, yes, the first half-white president. Yay.” Right? 

So it is largely about what you’re perceived as. 

 

Q: [04:55:22] But what if he looked white? 

 

Reader: [04:55:23] Then he would have— 

 

Q: [04:55:23] [unclear] half-black, do you think he would have been a white president? 

 

Reader: [04:55:24] Yep. I don’t think, you know, anyone would have thought about it for a 

second.  
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Q: [04:55:32] So I think we’ve covered most of what I wanted to cover. Let me look at my notes 

again. [pauses] Do you feel like you act differently when you’re with white people or when you 

interact with people of different races than yours? 

 

Reader: [04:55:50] No, but—do I act differently around people of different races? So I don’t 

think I act differently around people of different races, but when I’m with African American 

people—I don’t have any super close African American friends, but I have friends who are 

African American. But, you know, largely I’m encountering them in a situation where 

everyone—where it’s a majority-white situation, but I don’t think that matters. At work, I work 

with, again, a lot of Indian folks, and because—you know, if I’m around African Americans in 

Grand Rapids, say, we still all grew up in the same place, in the same culture, in a lot of ways, so 

we have a more common cultural foundation, I would say. With the folks I work with who are 

Indian who are—a lot of them are here as consultants and haven’t been in the States for that 

long, so, in that case, I don’t always feel like I have the same cultural foundation that they—there 

are different cultural expressions, so, in that case, I just try to be really sensitive to how I behave 

towards them and around them. I want them to feel comfortable and valued and, you know, part 

of the team.  

 

Q: [04:56:39] You know, obviously, you’ve thought a lot about this. You care about it. You care 

about inequity. You clearly think about how you can make other people’s lives—so why do you 

think it is—you said earlier that you don’t have any close African American friends. With 

someone who cares this much about it and has thought through—why do you think that in your 

personal life you don’t have a more diverse set of close friends? 
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Reader: [04:56:50] I think that kind of speaks to the—so why don’t I have a lot of diverse 

friends? I think I don’t have a lot—a hugely diverse group of friends because of kind of the 

segregation that still exists in our nation and in my community. So even though I live in a really 

diverse neighborhood, my particular street is not that diverse. And even though—so, at work, I 

have people I like, but I don’t tend to be super close friends with work friends—with fellow 

employees, so that’s where I’m probably coming in contact with minorities the most. And, in fact 

on some of the teams I work on, the minorities are majorities, which is great. And then, in the 

community, I think it’s just because of where you draw your friends from. If you’re only really—

if you’ve only really grown up around—so I guess I do have—now that I’m starting to think, I 

have friends who are minorities, but they’re typically not—they have not been black, and I 

haven’t spent a lot of time over my life with bla—my other black residents. And they’re 

certain—they weren’t in my school, and there are a few at work, and I think it’s just that you 

tend to draw your friends from whom you’re around the most. 

 

Q: [04:57:30] Yes, so what was the last time that you either were at a black American’s house 

for dinner or had a black American in your house for dinner? 

 

Reader: [04:57:34] I’ve never been to a black American’s house for dinner, and I’ve never had a 

black American to my—well, no, I did. So my sister’s boyfriend’s daughter was over, so we 

have definitely had a black American at our house, but I have not been to a house owned by 

black Americans and had dinner. 
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Q: [04:57:45] Is there anything that we didn’t touch on that you think is important to say? 

 

Reader: [04:57:52] [Pause] So the thing that I wonder about as I go through my life is—you 

know, you encounter people who deny that any of this is a problem, right? I had a discussion on 

Facebook with a guy. The commander of the Michigan State Police posted kind of a foul meme 

about the NFL players who were kneeling in the end zo—at the National Anthem, and what was 

the word? Oh, it was—it ended with something like, “They were ungrateful, un-American, 

millionaire degenerates,” right? So I had posted on someone else’s timeline that I was really 

appalled and that I had sent the State Police an email on their contact site and just said, “This is 

unacceptable.” And the guy—someone posted, “Well, it’s not racist,” so I said, “Well, it is.” If 

you look back, you had that whole thing of racial degradation and degeneration, and that was 

part of why we had the miscegenation laws. You can trace that back. I mean, so I found an article 

that said, “Here are the kind of philosophers of race, and here’s—” so I said, “Look, you know, 

this is clearly in my mind a racist statement.” And he’s like, “No, it’s just another word.” You 

wouldn’t use that word about people, and I think—I don’t know if she knew. I don’t know if the 

State Police commander knew, but clearly there’s a racial element to that word and a lot of 

words.  We’ve got the whole—we’ve got a lot of dog whistles in our culture, and, given those 

histories and the fact that we still have these outcomes and we’re talking about it really actively 

right now, the kneeling thing and police brutality, it just—it feels like the more you look the 

more prevalent it is and the more damage we’ve done, and we’ve really handicapped ourselves 

as a nation over time, starting—if you want to call slavery the original sin, well, we haven’t 

overcome it. We have a museum exhibit that talks about one of the first black neighborhoods in 

our city that wasn’t a redlined neighborhood. It was a planned development, and we celebrate 
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that, but, you know, then you look at our suburbs, and a lot of them are really, really white. So 

that was great, but it didn’t have a bang-on effect to a huge degree. We’re not all integrated, so I 

don’t know. I guess a question to me is how do you—how do we go forward and how do we 

overcome that, I guess, that inertia where we have white citizens who are absolutely good with 

this, this state which is—I think, in every way you can measure it, it’s wrong. You know, I don’t 

know how to bring people’s attention to it or make it right, so that’s what I wonder about. Some 

days, I think you—I think as a citizen you just keep moving forward and doing your best, and 

that’s what you have to do and what you can do. But I really, really wonder how we’re ever 

going to have good outcomes and really bridge our history, and I just don’t know, so—yeah.  

 

Crew: [04:59:42] Good. Well, I think we’re just going to take some stills.  

 

Q: [04:59:43] Oh, one last question, and this is—I just wanted—[pauses] and I really want you to 

answer this honestly, and it’s not meant to be, like, a gotcha question. We’ve [unclear] talked, 

and then you say you’ve never been to an African American’s house for dinner, and the person 

you have is the daughter of a— 

 

Reader: [04:59:54] Of a white person, yeah. 

 

Q: [04:59:55] —yeah, of a white person. We talked about ways of changing. Is that something 

that you’d like to change? 
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Reader: [05:00:00] Yeah, would I like to have a close black friend who’s my—I don’t want to 

feel like I should be friends with someone because they’re a color, because that seems just as 

bad. I would love to have a close black friend. I’d love another friend, right, and I’d love to go 

have dinner at their house and go to the bar or whatever. And uh –  

 

Q: [05:00:11] Why? 

 

Reader: [05:00:13] Because I do—well, I’d rather have the friend because they’re a friend. I 

mean, I would like to go to a dinner at a black person’s house who wasn’t a friend just because it 

just—it almost seems awful that I haven’t, you know, but we’re at—I think we’re in a weird 

place culturally anyways, right? So we don’t do a lot—when we do dinners, we’re doing dinners 

with close friends. I rarely go have dinner with an acquaintance. So, most people—I have a lot of 

friends that I haven’t actually had dinner at their house, I haven’t been to their house at all. So I 

guess it’s not that unusual that I wouldn’t have had dinner with people I know who are black, 

and I certainly have had dinner in public with people I know who are black. But it still seems 

kind of weird that—you know, there are just so many people in—I’ve had dinner with Indian 

people, and I’ve had dinner with Chinese people, and I’ve had dinner with Asian folks—well, 

Chinese are, but—yeah, I don’t know. I would like—I don’t feel like it’s something I need to do 

on my bucket list, but it still seems kind of shameful that I haven’t done it, right? I don’t know, 

it’s a good question. I think I would like to do it because it’s—you know, when you go to 

someone’s house it’s an intimate thing, right? So anyone, when you go to their house, it’s a 

privilege, I think, and you get to see a side of them that you wouldn’t see. And I just—I guess I 

just wished I had such a relationship with an African American person in the way I would have it 
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with anyone else. And I don’t think there’s any particular barrier other than the fact that the 

circles we move in are who we draw our friends from, so—yeah.  

 

Crew: [05:01:18] We’re going to take a few stills of you now. 

 

Reader: [05:01:19] Sure. [pauses] Right here? 

 

Crew: [05:01:21] Yes, [unclear]. 

 

Reader: [05:01:21] OK. Do you want me to do anything? 

 

Crew: [05:01:23] No, just relax. 

 

Reader: [05:01:24] All right. 

 

Crew: [05:01:24] We just wanted to take your [unclear].  

 

Reader: [05:01:29] I would love to hear the other responses that you guys have gotten. Those are 

really pretty tough questions, pretty interesting. 

 

Q: [05:01:32] It’s all complicated. It’s really complicated, and that’s what we’re up to, is trying 

to sort it out a little bit, and it’s— 
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Reader: [05:01:37] Are there patterns? 

 

Q: [05:01:37] It’s easier for me to ask the questions. I don’t have answers for them. I’m just 

asking. I’m just—let me just get this one thing first.  

 

Crew: [05:01:41] [unclear] A count of ten? 

 

Q: [05:01:41] Yes. 

 

Crew: [05:01:41] All right. [Getting it?] now. [pauses] Great. Thank— 

 

Q: [05:01:51] Thank— 

 

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 


