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PREFACE 

 

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

conducted by Whitney Dow on September 23rd, 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: So can you tell me your name, where you’re from, and a little bit about yourself? 

 

Robbins: [10:41:03] Okay. My name is Claire Robbins and I’m from Kalamazoo, Michigan. I 

was born and raised there, but lived for four years in Central America as a teenager. I came back 

to Kalamazoo, went to school, had a kid, and that’s about it.  

 

Q: What took you to South America to live?  

 

Robbins: [10:41:30] Central America. My parents taught at a school there.  

 

Q: What motivated you to participate in our project? 

 

Robbins: [10:42:02] I think I am interested in oral history. I’m a writer. I like to write about the 

experiences of white people. So, I’m sort of interested in this project.  

 

Q: Can you give me a little more information when you say you like to write about the 

experiences of white people? What do you write and what context is it? Are you interviewing 

people? Are you writing stories? And why specifically white people? 
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Robbins: [10:42:36] I write short fiction. I identify as a white person, and I’m interested in race. 

So, I write about race from the point of view of a white person.  

 

Q: So, tell me a little bit about, when you say I identify as a white person, tell me a little bit 

about your identity, how you think of yourself in the world?   

 

Robbins: [10:42:59] How I think about myself in the world? 

 

Q: Yes, how would you sort of rank your identity? How would you think about your identity? 

And what’s important to you? What people see, how people see you?  How you see yourself?   

 

Robbins: [10:43:17] I guess as far as my identity is concerned, whiteness is something that 

people see that is accurate about me. I think there are other aspects of my identity that people 

don’t see or misread. I’m not sure I’m answering that very well.  

 

Q: No, there’s no right answer. I’m not looking for a specific answer. I’m just trying to get to 

know a little bit more about you. But what do you think when you think about—what do you 

think are the most important parts of your identity? You’re a mother? You’re a writer? You’re a 

woman? You’re white? What are the most important parts about your identity to you that you 

feel really define you? 
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Robbins: [10:44:02] I feel like the most important parts of my identity would probably be my 

race. And that I am an American. That I speak English. That I am a parent. All of those things 

are important. I think gender is important, too.  

 

Q: Do you think that you being a woman versus you being white, which has had a bigger impact 

on your experiences in the world? 

 

Robbins: [10:44:44] That’s a really hard question to answer, so I don’t know how to answer that. 

I think that they’re really tied up together in my experience in the world. I think I’m more 

comfortable identifying as white than I am identifying as a woman. I think I’m much more 

complicated about that part of my identity. I think those are definitely the first two things that 

people see about me. That I’m white and that I’m a woman.  

 

Q: When you say that you feel [unclear] you have a more complicated understanding or feelings 

about being a woman than you do about being white, can you explain the difference in those 

feelings? 

 

Robbins: [10:45:34] I guess the difference—that’s a really hard question to answer. I guess the 

difference—I don’t know, maybe we can come back to that.  

 

Q: Why do you think you’re having such a hard time talking about your own identity? Why do 

you think that this is a complicated subject for you? 

 



  Robbins – 1 – 6 
 

Robbins: [10:46:23] I’m pretty reserved. I’m pretty shy. So, I don’t like to talk about my identity. 

I don’t like to kind of assert myself in the world as having this identity. Gender is really 

complicated for me, personally. So, I think whenever that aspect of my identity comes up it’s 

really, really hard for me. Um, yeah. 

 

Q: As the father of three girls, I know that being a woman in the world is really complicated and 

having three daughters that are extremely different both in that—their relationship to their own 

gender, their own sexuality and all that stuff. I recognize that it is really a complicated subject, 

which is one of the things that I’m really interested in and sort of is the complex equation of 

identity and so that this idea that you know the hierarchy of your identity. What do you think is 

the most important and how do you feel that you want the world to understand you versus the 

hierarchy of your identity and the way the world perceives you? I feel like often those things are 

in conflict. Like what you think is the most important think about you is many times not the 

thing that people see as the primary framer of your identity. And that conflict sort of creates the 

sort of a lot of the confusions and tensions around identity. So that’s one of the reasons I’m 

asking these questions. And so, as someone who is interviewing and filming, when someone says 

that something is complicated, to me that means there is something interesting there that you’ve 

thought about and if you don’t feel comfortable sharing it or talking about it, that’s fine, but 

that’s why I was—when you, just wondering what it is that makes that piece so complicated for 

you.  

 

Robbins: [10:48:41] I think I would prefer to be seen as a person first. I would prefer my gender 

not to be seen as it is, so. Yeah.  
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Q: What about as far as race? Do you prefer to be seen as a white person first? 

 

Robbins: [10:49:01] Yeah—well I don’t know if I would prefer to be seen as a white person but I 

am seen as a white person and I don’t feel complicated about that in the same way as, yeah.  

 

Q: What do you think, when you say you identify as a white person, what do you think it is that 

makes someone white? 

 

Robbins: [10:49:25] Yeah, it’s a social construct. It’s the family that they were born into, the 

ways that they were raised, their experiences. I think we also all can see what we identify as 

white, and that may or may not be how someone identifies, but usually of European Caucasian 

descent.  

 

Q: But is this idea of identifying as white, is it because of your Caucasian descent? Is it because 

of your skin color? Is it because you have the experience in the world of being perceived as 

white? What is it that makes, when we talk about, “Oh, that’s a white person,” what are we 

saying, in your opinion? 

 

Robbins: [10:50:27] I think in my opinion when we say, “That’s a white person,” the first thing 

is what we see. So, it’s skin color. I think after that, as you get to know somebody, you know 

their experiences and—I don’t know, you have a deeper understanding of their culture, I guess.  
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Q: Let me circle back about your experience living in Central America. How old were you when 

you lived in Central America? 

 

Robbins: [10:51:03] I was thirteen when I moved there and I was seventeen when I moved back. 

 

Q: What was is like going from Kalamazoo to a country where you are a minority, essentially. 

Or really a person who is different from really someone who is representational of the 

community you come from to somebody who is not representational. How did that change your 

perception of yourself, in your own words? 

 

Robbins: [10:51:36] I think moving from Kalamazoo to Honduras, I really was more visible. I 

was not as visible in Kalamazoo. I went to a primarily white school. I did have experiences here 

with black friends and neighbors. I knew people of other races but I don’t think that I was 

identified primarily as a white person in Kalamazoo because I think white was more of the 

standard, I guess. I would have been identified by my race if I hadn’t been white in Kalamazoo. 

But once I moved, I think that that became how people saw me more. And I think I definitely 

made a conscious effort to fit in more. I didn’t talk a lot because I didn’t want people to hear my 

accent. I didn’t want to make mistakes when I spoke Spanish. I liked to wear my school uniform. 

I feel like I blended in more when I was wearing that uniform. Obviously, I’m still very light 

skinned and have red hair so I stood out a lot. But I think I really tried to fit in and paid a lot of 

attention to what other people were doing and tried to follow those cues a lot.  

 

Q: And how did it change your perception of yourself and your own race? 
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Robbins: [10:53:27] I think it made me see myself as having the distinction of being white and 

not being the normal, or not being the same as everyone else.  

 

Q: Can you tell me a little bit about the community you grew up in before you moved to 

Honduras? 

 

Robbins: [10:53:52] Okay. I grew up in Kalamazoo. I lived until I was about eleven or twelve in 

the Vine Neighborhood in Kalamazoo. At the time, it was pretty racially mixed. I had friends 

who were black in that neighborhood. I grew up in a church that made an effort to be diverse. I 

didn’t grow up in an all-white church. But I think all of my family was white. My mom’s family 

is from Detroit and my dad’s is from the Muskegon area. And they both moved to Kalamazoo to 

go to college and kind of created their own community there.  

 

Q: Let’s talk a little bit about your experience in the world. How often do you think about your 

own race? 

 

Robbins: [10:55:20] I think quite a bit. I think I think about my own race a lot.  

 

Q: In what context do you think about your own race? When you say you think about it a lot, are 

you alone? What are the things that bring it up for you, and why do you think about it, and in 

what context? 
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Robbins: [10:55:50] I think I think about my race when I’m around other people. So, in my 

neighborhood if I’m walking my dog I think about where I am on the sidewalk and who’s 

coming towards me and how they’re going to perceive me and my dog in my neighborhood. I 

also think about it a lot in the classroom. I teach, and I think about it in the readings I assign and 

how my students are comfortable or not comfortable in discussion and how I’m comfortable or 

not comfortable in those discussions. I think I think about it in family situations more so than I 

used to. My son is biracial, and especially on my mom’s side of the family, I think that it’s 

uncomfortable for me to bring him to family gatherings sometimes. And I feel really 

uncomfortable bringing him into all white spaces even though I might feel comfortable in those 

places. Even if I am alone in those places sometimes I think that—I don’t know. I’m not sure 

where that thought went.  

 

Q: That’s something that I didn’t know about you and that’s—we’ve talked to a number of 

people who have either biracial children, or children of different races from them. And it’s a very 

specific experience that not every white person has and it’s a different way of thinking about sort 

of how the world then starts to organize itself for yourself. Can you talk to me a little bit about 

your son and talk to me a little bit about your choice to have a biracial son. I don’t know if 

you’re still with the father? Whether he was a choice, whether you even consciously thought 

about it? Talk to me about sort of going through the process of becoming the parent of someone 

who is biracial.  

 

Robbins: [10:58:24] Okay, yeah. So, my son is nine. I had him when I was twenty. I’m no longer 

with his father. He does co-parent with me to some extent. Talking about that choice to have a 
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child, I mean, I was young. Sometimes I don’t think I made the right choice, but I would, but if I 

wanted to have another child, I would not hesitate to have a biracial child. But that wasn’t—I 

don’t think I consciously wanted to have a biracial child at the time, or didn’t want to. That was 

just kind of the situation I was in. 

 

Q: So when you got pregnant, did you think about that? What was your thought process around 

that? You know, I’m in love with this person, I’m having a child with this person. I don’t know if 

it was [as I said?]. Did you start thinking about the ramifications of having a biracial child? 

 

Robbins: [10:59:31] I don’t remember thinking about the ramifications of having a biracial child 

until after he was born. I remember thinking about what he would look like. I wondered about 

what he would look like, but I didn’t think about the larger ramifications for his life or for my 

life.  

 

Q: Can you talk a little bit about those ramifications what you learned about what they were, 

both for you and for him? 

 

Robbins: [11:00:00] I mean, he’s nine so I still don’t know what those ramifications will be in 

his life. I think for me it has made me think more about race and think more about inequality in 

our society. When he was an infant, I remember taking him—we were out downtown and 

someone said he looks like he could be the president someday. I think that was—he was only a 

couple weeks old and I think I really started thinking about race when that happened. It was right 



  Robbins – 1 – 12 
 

after Obama had gotten elected, and I think that felt really hopeful to have someone say, “He 

looks like he could be the president.” [laughter] 

 

Q: How about for you?  

 

Sound Person (Todd): Let me adjust that mic real quick. 

 

Robbins: Sometimes I mumble. 

 

Todd: No no no that’s okay we got to find that sweet spot of your shirt where it’s not rubbing 

against your shirt or your chest. Not you. You’re doing fine. 

 

Robbins: Okay. 

 

Q: You’re doing a horrible job with the microphone, Todd. 

 

Todd: I have consistently blown it. 

 

Q: No, that’s great. Can you talk about some of the ramifications for you personally? Do people 

see you differently? Did you start seeing yourself differently? 

 

Robbins: [11:01:43] They don’t see me as his mother, usually. And I think that has to do with 

sometimes I think I look young, too. But I recently met his teacher and we walked up and we 
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were standing right in front of the teacher and you know, Miles is very outgoing and he said, 

“Hi, I’m Miles. I’m in your class.” And the teacher, who was looking right at both of us asked 

Miles if he had a parent with him. And I said, “Well, I’m his parent.” [laughter] So I think that 

I’m not identified as his mom often if we’re in public. Even though I think we do look alike, but 

people don’t see that right away.  

 

Other ramifications? I mean I think it’s hard to know people’s motivations for their interactions 

with us but I think he is expected to behave—to be more well behaved than white kids are. I 

guess I don’t know—I think watching the news and you know, explaining some of these things 

with him has been really challenging. I’m not sure I would think about talking with a white kid 

about some of the things that are going on.  

 

Q: And you mentioned your family. How has your family been about the fact that you chose to 

have a biracial child? 

 

Robbins: [11:03:51] My parents and my sisters, my immediate family, have been very 

supportive. They love him. My extended family on my mom’s side, nobody says anything, but 

sometimes it feels like I certainly don’t fit in in that side of the family. I’m not comfortable going 

to family gatherings very often. I don’t know. Some of that might just be me being sensitive.  

 

Q: Have there been any incidents or any events with these family gatherings that you particularly 

remember that made you uncomfortable or might have made you feel you don’t fit in? 
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Robbins: [11:04:49] Yes. At my grandma’s eightieth birthday party, it was at an Eagles Lodge. 

Someone in the family is a member of the Eagles. I don’t know very much about them, but I was 

sort of uncomfortable by going there in the first place. And you know, we were standing in line 

waiting to get our food and someone asked my son if they could help him, and he was obviously 

there with me and with the family, but for some reason they felt like they needed to ask him kind 

of what he was doing there. And he’s a small child, so it felt uncomfortable but it wasn’t a big 

deal.  

 

Q: I want to go back to—you started talking a little bit about the way you are when you’re on the 

street walking your dog. Sorry. (pause for equipment adjustment) I’m trying to understand a little 

bit more when you’re talking about thinking about where you’re walking on the sidewalk and 

who’s seeing you. What do you mean by that? Are you thinking about how they’re perceiving 

you and so how you’re going to behave? Are you thinking about what they are projecting on 

you? Can you tell me like—take me through that scenario.  

 

Robbins: [11:06:20] Yeah, I think I feel really aware of my race and my position in the world 

when I’m walking the dog. I have a big dog and he’s a pit bull mix. I just feel like a white person 

with a pit bull is kind of a threatening situation. I don’t know how threatening I am as a person 

but I think I definitely at least sometimes feel like people think that I’m taking up too much of 

the sidewalk, or that my dog might be threatening to them.  

 

Q: And how does that relate to your race?  
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Robbins: [11:07:07] The neighborhood that I live in I feel like there are working class families 

that live there, and I feel like a lot of the white people who live there are prejudiced, are racist. 

And I feel like I’m sort of seen that way or seen as threatening when I have my dog. I don’t 

know.  

 

Q: Do you feel in some ways—do you feel that when people see you on the street, let’s say, do 

you feel that you’re seen for who you are? 

 

Robbins: [11:07:53] No. Not usually.  

 

Q: Can you sort of expound on that a little bit? 

 

Robbins: [11:07:56] I don’t know. I think people see my dog and are worried about my dog. And 

they see me as somebody who doesn’t—I don’t know. I don’t know how to answer that question, 

really.  

 

Q: Well I guess that when people see you, going back to this question of identity, they obviously 

don’t see your experience. They don’t see your life trajectory. They don’t see you and your son 

together. So, do you think that people—that your race—do you ever feel your race masks other 

parts of you? 
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Robbins: [11:08:58] No. I don’t feel like my race masks other parts of me. I feel like people 

identify me as white and then maybe associate that with other white people that they have seen 

or know. I’m not sure if that answers the question.  

 

Q: I’m not looking for answers particularly. I’m looking just to learn a little bit more—I mean 

this whole project is about trying to understand white people’s relationship to their race and their 

racial identity. I think at this point we’ve done over a hundred interviews with people and one of 

the things that is clear is that it’s really complicated and it’s also not monolithic at all. It’s highly 

individual. How people are processing their own and race and how they’re processing their 

relationship to each other and how they’re processing their relationship in the world. So, what’s 

always interesting to me is when I sit down with someone they usually come—they have some 

sort of a reason they are here. They have some unique piece that actually is one of the things that 

is sort of driving their relationship to their own whiteness.  

 

Now I might be completely wrong, but for some people who have the experience of going 

through the world with biracial children or children who aren’t the same race as them. Or people 

who have married someone or they might have grown up in a family that adopted a white child 

into a black family or something. They have a unique experience that shifts that relationship. In 

the same way that when I talk to somebody who’s white, grew up in a white family, with a white 

spouse, white kids, they have a particular race because they haven’t had that experience. So, all 

I’m trying to get is that you’re this unique individual who has come in. You’re obviously 

interested in the subject. You write about it. You think about it. Just trying to figure out what 

that—just trying to get your unique perspective on stuff. So, I’m not looking for like an answer. I 
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don’t expect anyone to be an expert on anything except themselves. I know that’s my only 

expertise, is myself. And so, just trying to understand your unique experience. Also understand 

you know, again you said you were interested in oral history and then but I’m wondering if you 

would have come in if this were a project on let’s say, urban revitalization, but an oral history 

project. Or whether it was because it was the subject matter you were particular interested in.  

 

Robbins: [11:12:11] Yeah, I think I was especially interested in the subject matter.  

 

Q: Now are you living in Battle Creek now? 

 

Robbins: [11:12:15] No. I live in Kalamazoo still.  

 

Q: So again, you made the trip from Kalamazoo. I know I’ve done it. It’s not around the corner. 

It’s a significant drive. So, was it more interested in learning a little bit about us, or you have 

something—what is it that you wanted to say here? What do you think would be important to 

add here? After doing the surveys. This conversation that you thought you could bring to the 

table that was important to have you heard that perhaps other people haven’t said.  

 

Robbins: [11:12:59] I’m not sure I have anything to say that other people wouldn’t say, but I 

think that I am interested in sort of being more aware of my own ideas and sort of thinking 

through some of this stuff that I maybe wouldn’t talk about otherwise.  

 

Q: I want to go back to why is this subject of your gender so complicated for you to talk about? 
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Robbins: [11:13:29] [laughter] I, um (huge pause) I mean growing up, I did not want to be a girl. 

I didn’t want to grow up into a woman. And I think that that—I told my parents that but it was 

sort of ignored. And then I went on to have all of these experiences as a woman and to identify 

as a woman in a lot of ways. But it’s still a difficult thing. It’s really difficult to feel like a person 

and then to be treated as a woman.  

 

Q: So do you feel that—I guess I’m trying to understand this—is that because you didn’t feel 

like a woman, you felt like a unique individual, or you felt like you were a man, or you felt like 

you were non-binary? 

 

Robbins: [11:14:46] I mean I very much feel non-binary.  

 

Q: It’s interesting, another person I interviewed, a non-binary person talked really, a fifteen-year-

old person, and talked a lot about those same things, to try and navigate the sense of identity 

when feeling like gender was completely—an inability to nail down the feelings about gender 

that they had. And gone on talking about—it’s almost sort of a similar conversation I’m having 

with you. And they got in touch with me afterwards and they were saying, “I’ve been thinking 

about my identity so intensely for so long and that my lack of gender, and how complex it is in 

having relationships with people, sexual relationships with people.” You know, they had 

boyfriends despite the fact they were non-binary. And said that it kind of masked that they were 

quite taken aback when they really started to process and see that that was driving everything, 
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and trying to after talking with me try to reassess how that actually their whiteness was driving 

so much things because people saw them on first look as a white woman, or a white young girl.  

 

So, I’ve had a similar discussion before. And I think that for me what’s interesting about it is that 

in identity and how identity is constructed that whiteness is often this thing that is left out of the 

equation. That we think about all these things about ourselves that are driving ourselves but that 

we don’t consider what I would argue is the first thing that [snaps] is the physical determinant 

and yet that’s the thing that’s least important to us and yet is the most important for people to 

categorize us.  

 

That’s not really a question. I really don’t want you to be uncomfortable in talking about this 

stuff and my goal is not to pry into something that you don’t want to talk about. You have a very 

interesting identity equation that is made more interesting and complex by your parenting 

situation, and so it’s just something that I’m just trying to see how it all fits together. But I really 

don’t want you to feel like if there’s something you don’t—you’re not comfortable about—I’m 

not here to, like my trick is to get you to give up some horrible dark secret. That’s definitely not 

on my agenda at all.  

 

Can you describe-- have you ever consciously used your race to get something that you wanted 

or gained some advantage?  
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Robbins: [11:18:21] Wow. Consciously. I think that I have gotten a lot of advantages from my 

race just by being white. I mean. By “consciously,” do you mean have I—I guess I’m not maybe 

quite sure what you mean by consciously.  

 

Q: I would say—I know I look a certain way. I’m kind of like a generic caricature of a white 

guy. I know that I can completely disappear in situations and I can walk in almost any institution 

and navigate it because I know how to become—reflect back what people want me to be. And I 

use that, I feel like I use that consciously all the time.  

 

Robbins: [11:19:55] I mean absolutely. If you mean, am I aware of you know, my whiteness and 

how that plays out in situations, yeah, absolutely. I mean I feel safe going to a biker bar if I 

wanted to. I would not do that if I wasn’t white. I feel safe, I mean I feel physically safer I think, 

than I would if I were not white. I think that I’m also maybe perceived as a lot more innocent. I 

have you know, I’ve had to call the police before, and I felt maybe not comfortable doing it but I 

felt safe doing it. So yeah, I mean I think that I have in those ways used my whiteness to some 

advantage. I also speak and write in standard English and that has been a huge advantage to me 

professionally. Even just getting odd jobs, I think it’s made my life easier, yes.  

 

Q: You talk about being conflicted about your gender so it sounds like you would be open to 

changing your gender, or it wouldn’t have mattered to you. Would you change—would you give 

up—how attached to your whiteness are you? Would you give up your whiteness? Would you 

care? If someone said, “There’s two choices.” Would you pick being white over not being white? 
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Robbins: [11:21:37] That’s a really hard question. Would I pick being white over not being 

white? I mean, I think my life would have been a lot worse if I hadn’t been white. I think my life 

would have been a lot more difficult if I wasn’t white. I don’t know.  

 

Q: Just a couple more questions. Do you think you act differently when you’re with when you’re 

with people of other races than you act with white people? 

 

Robbins: [11:23:03] You know, I try to be myself wherever I am. But I think that I am maybe 

more self-conscious or more—yeah, I do think I act differently with people of color than I do 

with white people sometimes, yeah.  

 

Q: I think we pretty much covered anything. Is there anything that we didn’t talk about that you 

really wanted to talk about? That you thought would be—yeah, is there anything that we didn’t 

touch on that you wanted to talk about? 

 

Robbins: [11:24:04] I don’t think so.  

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 


