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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Kathleen D. So 

conducted by Whitney Dow on September 30, 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? 

 

So: [01:08:52:40] My name is Kathy [Kathleen D.] So. 

 

Q: Tell me your name, where you’re from, what you do and a little about yourself. 

 

So: [01:08:55:47] Okay. My name is Kathy So. I live in Battle Creek, Michigan. I am retired 

from a hodgepodge of careers. Right now, I keep myself busy doing some political activism that 

pretty much takes my time. And that’s pretty much it. Retirement life is wonderful. I recommend 

it for anybody. 

 

Q: I’m trying to get there. 

 

So: [01:09:08:06] Yeah, well, I paid my dues. I worked forty-some years in various levels of 

jobs—federal government, private industry, on my own. 

 

Q: What was the last job you had? 
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So: [01:09:14:36] Working at McDonald’s. I was trying to build in some flexibility which 

allowed me to spend time fixing computers, which I was doing on the side as a job, making 

house calls doing that. So I needed to be available during flexible hours. And that was pretty 

much the only job that would allow me to do that, to have the freedom and say, “Look, I’ve had 

too much, I can’t work anymore this week.” Whereas if I got a normal nine-to-five job —I’ve 

been there and done that—you barely have enough time to go to lunch. 

 

Q: So you were sort of like the Geek Squad; how you would go around? 

 

So: [01:09:33:02] Yeah, it was sort of like the Geek Squad. But I didn’t try to sell other stuff to 

people or try to con people. And I didn’t talk down to people. And I probably also didn’t charge 

nearly enough. In my conscience I couldn’t charge somebody 250 bucks for something that 

probably took about twenty minutes. My heart isn’t in business. 

 

Q: So what motivated you to get involved with our project? 

 

So: [01:09:51:25] I got an email. I believe it was an email. And I have no idea why I would want 

to get involved in something like this. First of all, my first thought was, well, it might be a scam 

kind of thing because, face it, you get all kinds of crap through email. But then I thought, well, 

why not? I really had no idea what it involved, but it’s one of those weaker moments, I guess, 

that I thought, well, yeah, why not? They said they’ll contact me, and I’ll probably never hear 

from them again. So that’ll be that. I don’t know why I decided to do it. It’s just sort of a “why 

not” thing. 
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Q: How was the experience of doing the other surveys and everything? Did it make you reflect 

on anything, think about anything differently? Was it just kind of something to do? 

 

So: I’m sorry. What was the question? 

 

Q: How was the experience of doing the surveys? Did it have you reflecting on anything about 

yourself? 

 

So: [01:10:18:34] It did. The surveys did help me reflect on myself. But to be honest, there were 

some questions I really didn’t know the answer. How much control of my life do I have? I’m not 

really sure. In some aspects, maybe a lot. In some, not so much. Some days more, some days not, 

some days not as much. So it was actually more difficult than I thought it would be. 

 

Q: Is race something that you think about much or not? 

 

So: [01:10:34:19] I do. I do think about race a lot more nowadays because it’s in the news a lot. 

But I think I probably always have. I reflect back to one job I had. I worked in the Washington, 

DC area. And I worked for Department of Army. And I worked as a computer programmer. And 

a lot of the employees were mixed. We had some Asian, some blacks, and some whites. And one 

of my coworkers—a black woman—who had a probably twelve-year-old son, and she asked me 

something that pretty much knocked my socks off. Well, she didn’t ask. Excuse me. She 

explained what her son said when he was about four. He said, “Mama, when I grow up, am I 
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going to be white?” And I started to think about that because that’s all he ever saw on TV at that 

time. When we talked it was, like, 1983. So he was probably talking in the ’70s. There were no 

black role models. There was nothing, nobody in the news. And I thought, how awful is that; 

how somebody does not see themselves reflected in society? And I still reflect back to that one 

comment that really hit me. 

 

Q: That’s an amazing story. It’s a touching story. It’s sort of interesting the type of things that 

sort of get through to us when we’re living our own lives. How often do you think about your 

own race? 

 

So: [01:11:23:19] I think more about my own race probably more since probably the last ten or 

fifteen years, especially hearing more about white supremacy, which I find abhorrent, and white 

privilege, which is something that I can’t avoid. That’s not my fault. We are who we are when 

we’re born. All I can do, and all I’m trying to do, is be aware of it because so many people are 

not. I’m a great Facebook poster. And somebody objected to the idea of white privilege. They 

said, look, my parent—and she’s white—they grew up. They had it hard. They worked hard. 

They started from nothing. They saved. They bought a house. They bought a car. And they made 

their lives. That’s nothing to apologize for. And I said, fine. I agree with you totally. Yes, they 

did. And they deserve what they have. 

 

But imagine putting somebody in the same situation and they’re black. They tried to save money. 

They can’t find any good account, good financing—interest-paying accounts. They struggle. 

They save. They try to buy a house. They’re red-lined. They’re put into black neighborhoods. 
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They can’t find any good financing opportunities. So they’re paying more for the house in an 

area maybe where they didn’t want to live. They go to buy a car, again, the same thing, trying to 

find anybody who will finance them in an affordable way. Imagine your parents having that 

additional burden put on them. That’s the difference. That’s what white privilege gives you, 

which blacks especially are burdened with. But even other minorities—Hispanics, Orientals—I 

know because I married a Korean. And the problems he faced, it blew my mind how people 

could do that. And I don’t face that every day. 

 

Q: Tell me about your experience being married to someone from a different race. 

 

So: [01:12:31:49] It was interesting, the experience of marrying somebody who was in a 

different race. When I first told my parents, they were relieved. They were much more worried 

that I would marry a black man than an Asian. Aside from language differences there were a lot 

of cultural differences that I was prepared for, but they hit me harder than I thought. I was over 

in Korea when I worked for Department of Army as a civilian. And I married somebody in 

Korea, a Korean. And I found the attitude of the army was—I shouldn’t have been surprised—it 

was very stereotypical. When we went to fill out all the forms to get married—which, in the 

military, of course, everything is forms—it was all done, okay, you have the groom’s name, and 

it’s all written in English. Then you have the bride’s name, and it’s all in Korean. So they wanted 

all the address of record for the groom.They wanted all the Korean information, all the family 

registry, all the other stuff that they have in Korea. I had to doctor up the form because it was 

nothing meant for me. And again, I don’t know that that’s prejudice, but it sure is institutional. 

So I had to sort of struggle against that. We had the language barrier. He spoke English. He’s 



  So –1 – 8 
 

fluent English, but still with a very heavy accent. And when we moved back to this country, 

some of the comments of people were just really astonishing. Now, he’s college educated. He 

majored in English at Dongguk University in Seoul. He came here looking for a job, [and] 

couldn’t really find one that suited him. So he was even willing to work for a moving van 

company. And somebody on the phone told him something about, well, when you learn to speak 

English call back, stuff that I never would have thought people could say. And that hurt me. And 

I’m sure it hurt him a whole lot more. 

 

It was hurtful. And I found myself actually wondering whether he was imagining some of it. And 

I look back, and I feel sort of ashamed that I would think that because I have no doubt that 

nonverbal cues that people gave him, verbal cues, all came very hard to him. And that was 

difficult to watch. But other than that, I thought it was fascinating. One story to sort of give an 

example for the cultural differences, something happened. I bumped my head or something. And 

I got mad. And in this country, you all do. You stub your toe, you start cussing. You’re mad. He 

assumed I was mad at him. He said, “What did I do? What did I do?” And I said I’m not mad at 

you. And he didn’t believe it. So then he got all ticked off. All it is, is just I bumped my head. 

It’s not a big deal. Don’t get so upset. And apparently he’s not used to that. It surprised me. So a 

lot of misunderstandings, stuff like that. 

 

Q: How long were you married for? 

 

So: [01:14:16:28] Thirteen years. As it turned out, not the happiest times, and not just because of 

that. He had some psychological issues, psychiatric issues. 
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Q: Did you have any children? 

 

So: [01:14:23:32] Two, gorgeous. 

 

Q: Tell me about your children. 

 

So: [01:14:26:37] I had a son and a daughter. Of course, they’re grown. They live in other parts 

of the country now. One lives in the Houston area, and one lives in Georgia. But again, cultural 

differences came in. My son was the older of the two. So in Asian societies, the firstborn son, or 

any son, is going to be highly prized. And my son was incredibly bright as a child, learning 

Chinese characters when he’s three. In second grade in Chicago he’s winning the spelling bee 

against gifted school students in the eighth grade. So he’s really smart. But he wasn’t that 

mature. So it’s not just a case of a Dr. Doogie Howser where you can just put him into advanced 

schooling. And that made it very difficult because my husband wanted to push him, push him. 

He trained him. He was assuming he was going to be the youngest kid to ever get a perfect score 

on the SAT. That’s a lot of pressure for a second grader, third grader, to try to absorb. 

 

And I look back, and I feel so bad for him that he was put through that. He was a nice boy. And 

he still is. He’s a nice man. But what he went through just really was not right. And I understand 

they value education. If you see Asians, Orientals, that’s why they’re so successful in school. 

They push it. The parents assume it, that that’s what they’re going to do. And I just thought it 

wasn’t right. He couldn’t handle it. He was immature. He was a soft, emotional boy. He wasn’t 
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somebody who should be rammed through like that. And I look back and I just feel so bad. Of 

course, my daughter suffered because she was practically ignored academically. And they both 

grew through it. And they’re both wonderful people. He’s right now a junior high school teacher 

teaching English to seventh graders. And he enjoys it. But he’s got his degree in accounting from 

Western Michigan. And he loved that. But he loves teaching much more. So he’s successful. 

 

My daughter went to Purdue and Indiana University and got her law degree and passed her bar 

exam in Georgia but couldn’t find a job as a lawyer because they got settled in Athens, which is 

a university town, and lawyers are a dime a dozen in Athens. And she didn’t have much option 

for going anywhere else because that’s where her husband’s job is. But anyway, sort of a long, 

rambling story that they’re both very successful and very wonderful people. And I just feel so 

sorry for what they had to go through because of this cultural thing. 

 

Q: How was it for you raising biracial children here in Battle Creek? How was that experience? 

 

So: [01:15:57:07] It really was not an issue. They attended Battle Creek Central High School, 

which even in a town the small size of Battle Creek still is an urban setting. It’s a very mixed, 

very diverse student population. So it really wasn’t an issue. I don’t think anybody said anything 

to them. My daughter had a wide variety of friends—black, half-black and white friends. My son 

had mostly white friends. But again, he was at a diverse school, so nothing really mattered to 

him. He did, in a sense, stand out a little bit. He played soccer. And Battle Creek is a sister city 

with Takahashi [sic], Japan. I think that’s the name of it. And there was a soccer team exchange. 

And the Japanese students played here. They all thought he was Japanese and were trying to 
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speak Japanese to him. And he didn’t have a clue as to what they were saying. So there was a 

little confusion there. But that’s the only time living here that there’s ever been any. 

 

Q: How is it like for you being the only white person in your immediate family? 

 

So: [01:16:36:22] How is it for me being the only white person? 

 

Q: Because you had a Korean husband, and you had two biracial children. So you were the only 

fully white person. 

 

So: [01:16:40:02] Being the only white person in my immediate family actually—I hadn’t even 

thought about that. I did feel, culturally, when we got married and we moved to the States, I felt 

like I became the head of the family, which was [a] different feeling. I had to show the ropes on 

how to do this and how to do that and the school system, that sort of stuff. And that was different 

for me. I had been totally independent. I mean, I was in my thirties when I got married, so I had 

been on my own and I was used to that. But having a whole family depending on me, I felt like I 

was the head of the family and the breadwinner. I was actually the main breadwinner for the 

family. That was different for me. 

 

Q: It sounds like you were a real maverick. You moved. You moved to Korea. You worked for 

the army. You married this person. You were working. Tell me a little bit about your life. How 

did you end up becoming the person you are? 
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So: [01:17:14:08] Well, as an adult, yeah, I guess I have been a maverick. I was born in Battle 

Creek, raised in California when my dad got a job with the Defense industry, moved back to 

[from?] California because my mother hated it out there. So I ended up graduating from 

Michigan State. And after I did, I was just looking for any kind of job. I took the job entrance 

exams for federal employment, working civil service. And I got a job offer in Washington, DC. 

Not exactly a plum job. I was just going to be processing application for retirement from civil 

service. But I thought, what the hey? Why not? That was back before the internet, so I went to 

the local library, looked up the Washington Post, looked for roommates, apartments, someplace 

to live, and packed up all my things in my car and moved to Washington. 

 

I had a map, a road map, and that was pretty much it. I went downtown, stayed at the YWCA 

until I found a place to live, and I don’t even know why I did it. I look back and said that was 

crazy. But it’s like, what else was there to do? Why not? And I moved to a couple of jobs. And a 

friend of mine had just come back from a tour in Korea as a civilian. She said, “Oh, you’ve got 

to go to Korea. If you’re looking for a job, that’s a good place,” because one advantage of 

working for the feds is that they have jobs all over the world. You can change your job and still 

be with the same employer, which was good. So I figured, why not? Yeah, I’ll apply. I’ll go to 

Europe. I applied for a job in Germany and Italy. And the job in Korea came through first. So I 

thought, why not? 

 

Q: When you decided to marry your husband, did you have any concerns around the idea of 

marrying someone of a different race? 
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So: [01:18:22:08] I did have some concerns about marrying someone from another race. But 

well, I don’t know about concerns. I had thoughts about it, what it was going to be. But I think I 

had faith that we could get through. Maybe it was foolish. I mean, even though I was thirty-two, 

I was probably a little naïve thinking how easy it was going to be because it was not easy at all. 

But I thought, oh, it won’t be so bad. Well, why not? And I just realized it was just something I 

wanted to do, so I did it. So I was aware of it. But I wasn’t worried about it. But maybe I should 

have been. But like I said, when you’re naïve you don’t always think of things like that. 

 

Q: What do you think had the biggest impact on your life—the fact that you’re white, the fact 

that you’re a woman, or the fact that you married someone from a different race? 

 

So: [01:18:46:50] What had the biggest impact of my life? Well, it’s hard to say whether it’s 

being white or being a woman. To be honest, the greatest impact of my life didn’t have quite so 

much to do with race. It was the experience of marriage was not good. It was violent. And even 

though it ended in 1996 I still feel it in my core. I’m not sure I’ll ever get over that. And I think 

that actually had more effect on my life than anything else. I’m not sure if that’s the answer you 

wanted, if that even addresses the question. But I can’t really think of whether being white or 

being a woman or having a biracial marriage—I don’t think any of those three affected me in and 

of themselves. But it was the nature of the marriage that affected me. 

 

Q: I’m looking for the answer that’s the answer from you. So it’s the exact answer I was looking 

for. And I’m sorry that that was such a tough experience. 

 



  So –1 – 14 
 

So: [01:19:19:36] Well, probably it goes back to my own naïveté. His psychiatric problems were 

not because he was Korean. It was probably something that I overlooked, that I really didn’t 

think this thing through at first. That’s probably my fault that I got into that situation. So it 

happened. 

 

Q: And now, it seems to me that you’re on a particular journey about exploring whiteness and 

white privilege. It seems like that seems to be something that’s really important to you. 

 

So: Yes. 

 

Q: What do you think set you off on this journey? 

 

So: [01:19:40:42] A lot of what set me off on this journey on the white privilege and the racial 

issues [is] because a lot of what’s in the news especially since Obama had been elected. I had 

fears. I was a strong Obama supporter. And yet I had fears about what would happen to the 

country if he were elected because I still don’t think this country is ready to deal with the racism 

in having a black leader. He was elected, and he was reelected. But there’s still a core, the 

underbelly of society, that I think still has not gotten over that. And I think we’re still feeling 

that. I think that’s what initially brought it up, backlash. And it has been on my mind a lot since 

then. 

 

Q: And in this exploration that you’re doing, what do you hope for yourself in doing sort of this 

exploration? 
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So: [01:20:10:45] Well, what I hope for myself is—and this part I think I’ve done—is forgive 

myself for being white, if you will. Sometimes society seems to like to put blame on somebody. 

As I’ve said, it’s not my fault I’m white. It’s not somebody’s fault they’re black. We are who we 

are. All I’m trying to do is to learn myself how to deal with that and how to recognize it and how 

to not let that influence me in my life so that if I find myself reacting in a situation to try to take 

into account what the situation is, whether the other person is black or if they’re Hispanic, is my 

reaction based on that? And to try to deal with it and to tamper that down so that things get 

evened out. 

 

Q: And what do you hope for your community in this area? 

 

So: [01:20:39:22] For the community, I wish that they would do the same, that they could talk 

about it, at least, because there’s a lot of things going on that people are feeling, even if they’re 

not conscious of it that I think they can only understand if they talk about it. So many times 

people just talk at each other at cross purposes. And they’re really talking about different things. 

But until you get them to sit down in the same room and talk, they’ll never know. And they’re 

going to keep talking over their heads, talking through each other. And I really wish the 

community would take the opportunity to just sit down, talk, think about things, and deal with 

each other. 

 

Sometimes it’s a matter of just plain dealing with each other. So many people think that, well, all 

blacks are this way. All Hispanics are that way. But oh, Mr. and Mrs. Jones, they’re okay. Mr. 
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and Mrs. Smith, they’re okay. It’s just everybody else who’s bad. What that tells me is that when 

you get to know people, you realize they’re not okay. Those generalizations don’t hold. And if 

people could get more together just to talk and deal with each other, I would hope that some of 

those barriers would break down. 

 

Q: Are you happy that you’re white? 

 

So: [01:21:20:31] Yes. I have to be honest about it because I do have the privilege. And it helps 

me. Or, let me put it this way. I’m not sure it helps me because I am who I am. I have limitations 

as much as anybody does. But I don’t have anything hindering me. And so, I have to admit, sure. 

If I had a choice of being born white or black I’d choose white. I don’t know if that’s good or 

bad, but I have to admit. We don’t all have a choice, though. 

 

Q: Is there anything that we didn’t talk about that you think is important for us to address that 

you really would like to say here? 

 

So: [01:21:42:15] Anything else to offer that we haven’t addressed? I don’t think so. I can’t think 

of anything now. But like always, as soon as I walk away, then I’ll think of something. 

 

Q: Well, I have to say, I really appreciate you coming in and speaking to us and speaking to us so 

honestly from your heart. That’s really nice of you to do. 

 

So: [01:21:53:02] It’s not easy. 
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Q: These conversations are not easy. Just as you said, we have to talk to each other about this, 

white people to white people. And it is a really hard conversation. And it’s hard to answer 

honestly some of the questions you ask of yourself. But again, to have you come in here and just 

talk this way directly is really, really wonderful. I can’t thank you enough. 

 

So: Okay. 

 

Q: So what we’re going to do is take a few stills of you. So you just sit there for a minute. 

 

So: Still looking at what I guess is a camera? 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

So: I’m assuming that’s what it is. 

 

Q: It’ll feel like it’s longer than it should be, but we’ll let you know. 

 

So: Oh, okay. Is it just snapping various stills? 

 

Q: Yeah. Some people call it a video still where we’ll just take a rolling picture of you. And then 

we can take different frames out of it so it just has you be rather than me talking, as you are. 
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So: Like a screen grab? 

 

Q: Yes. You’re the Geek Squad. You know all about this, so I guess exactly. I’m going to do a 

screen grab, actually a frame grab, which is different from a screen grab. 

 

So: True, but the concept is the same. 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

So: And a lot of times I have to tell people that it’s a concept. Don’t go into the techniques or the 

technicalities. Just think of it this way. 

 

Q: That’s good advice. I think you have to figure out your own way to do it. But that’s good. 

 

So: That’s one thing I’ve learned about when I go to someplace to fix a computer. Everybody 

does have their own way of doing things. And I have to step back and say if they want their icons 

this way or that way, if they want to do things “wrong,” let them. I mean, it’s theirs. Why not? I 

have a tendency—I think a lot of people do—to try to fix it so it’s nice for me. Well, that’s real 

great when I’m using it. But that’s not the purpose. 

 

Q: Did you feel like when you were doing the computer stuff that people looked at you and, 

because you’re not a young person doing this, that they prejudged what knowledge you have 

about computers? 
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So: [01:22:53:16] I haven’t found that. But I think that a lot of the people who I go to are not 

tuned into technical stuff. So they think, well, I must know more than they do. But I did find, 

when I first wanted to get into computers, that in fact I applied when Staples came, you know, 

for technical support. And I applied for the Geek Squad. But I’m sure that my age, I wouldn’t fit 

in with their corporate culture. And now that I’ve seen who works for the Geek Squad, I can say, 

yeah, thank God I don’t fit in with that corporate culture. A little editorial there. 

 

Q: Okay, we’re going to do these stills one more time. 

 

So: Okay. It’s hard to just sit here. 

 

Q: Just relax your face. 

 

So: This must be what it was done like one hundred years ago when you had to sit there forever. 

 

END OF INTERVIEW 


