
1 
 

Transcript – Amanda Strauss, staff 

 

Narrator: Amanda Strauss 

Interviewer: Mary Murphy, Nancy L. Buc ‘65 Pembroke Center Archivist  

Interview Date: August 19, 2020 

Interview Time: 10 am 

Location: Zoom  

Length: 48:03 

 

Mary Murphy: Okay, so we’re recording now. So I’m just going to begin by saying welcome to 

today’s interviewee. My name is Mary Murphy and I’m the Nancy L. Buc ’65 Pembroke Center 

Archivist. Today I have another person from the Brown community joining me to share an oral 

history interview in the time of the COVID-19 global pandemic, and the summer of 2020, which 

has been a very difficult time for our nation around racial justice following the death of George 

Floyd by Minnesota police. And so we’re really getting a take from members of our community 

on all this and more and how their lives are affected in this time. So at this time, I’d like my 

interviewee to introduce herself. This is how we prefer to do it. And if you could just begin by 

sharing with us what you’re connection is [1:00] to Brown University. 

 

Amanda Strauss: Sure. Thank you so much Mary. I’m excited to have the opportunity to do this. 

My name is Amanda Strauss. I’m the Associate University Librarian for Special Collections and 

what that means is that I oversee the John Hay Library, which is Brown’s repository for archives, 

manuscripts, other rare material. We work closely with the Pembroke Center so that the material 

that Mary collects, including these interviews, will also be stewarded by us in perpetuity. And I 

am on the senior leadership team of the University Library so I think a lot about our engagement 

with the university community and with our local community here in Providence.  

 

MM: Okay, great. So, let’s kind of share that secret that you are a newer member to Brown 

University within the last year and I think what is really compelling as we begin our interview 

together today is for you to share a little bit about your experience as a new [2:00] comer in the 

year 2020. Maybe take us back and maybe you can begin by just sharing a little about what it 

was like to get started at Brown as a professional, a woman in management and in leadership, 
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and when you first got that inkling that something wasn’t quite right this year, in the year of 

2020. 

 

AS: Yeah, so you’re right. So I started this position July 1, 2019, which now feels as if it was in 

another world, you know, many years removed from this current moment. I am the first woman 

to hold this position. So the John Hay Library was founded in 1910 and all of my predecessors 

have been men. So for me, you know, I’ve done work in women’s history, feminist activism, and 

so this is, was a really big deal for me personally, and I also feel it as an enormous responsibility 

to kind of, you know, open those doors and pave the way for those who are going to come after 

me and also to make a real intervention [3:00] into the types of material we collect, our 

programming, how welcome people feel. So, you know, all of that was kind of my context 

coming in. I felt very, very welcomed and well received. Brown University is a wonderful place 

to work. Great, you know, enthusiasm from staff. I had been, you know, living in another city at 

another institution, I moved my family, I have a small child. So there was, you know, 2019 for 

me was a year of personal upheaval, you know, in many good ways. So, you know, we did a lot 

of work in the fall to kind of get the organization into better shape, yeah, in terms of reporting 

lines. But, you know, so I sort of felt like, oh, I’ve got my feet under me. I’ve been here for six 

months. You know, I have a really clear plan for the next six months, we’re going to think about 

our collections policy, we’re going to build engagement. I was like, 2020 is going to be the best 

year. Then, you know, it’s January, February. We started [4:00] kind of hearing you know, this is 

happening. I have to say, I have been so busy at work and it’s so busy raising a toddler that even 

though I’m tuned in obviously to world events, there’s a certain level at which it kind of flies by 

me until it kind of affects me just because I have to triage my daily, like intake of what I need to 

process. So I had been aware of it, you know, kind of thought, oh, this, you know, like we do in 

the US, this isn’t going to come over here. Like, okay, that’s over there. You know, you’re 

watching Italy. Then, you know, I think it was probably, I remember this because it was just after 

my birthday in March when we started to see the travel bans. My husband, my husband was in 

Mexico for a conference and we were like, ooh, will he be able to get back? What’s going on? 

You know, we kind of saw the University beginning to bear down and then I would say from 

March until late May or June, it was just like everything [5:00] that we, the whole way we 

organized our lives and the University and everything was, you know, in upheaval. We were, 



3 
 

would, you know, the University did a great job, but it was like we would be on day long 

meetings on the weekend like trying to figure out like, how the heck are we going to transport, 

like transfer library services virtually? Like how are we going to support staff, and you know, all 

of the pieces of it. And then we kind of got into the COVID normal and the riots started.  

 

MM: I want to slow you down just a little because I think something that really helps people is if 

we can give them kind of a snapshot about your experience during that time. So if you have like 

an incident, kind of a postcard that you can describe to us. And memory is really funny. I’m 

actually finding people are having a hard time remembering during the early COVID period, that 

it’s kind of washing away and I think that that’s kind of how trauma works in some ways. But if 

you can recall, [6:00] color us in a picture of a postcard, snapshot, of maybe one of those little 

vignettes where maybe what it was like zooming at 10 in the morning on a Saturday with Brown 

leadership or whatever. Like one of these, kind of give us some flavor and some color about one 

of those incidences during that time. 

 

AS: Yeah, I can do that. And I’m actually going to center my experience as kind of female 

professional raising a small child because that has been, that’s always, you know, an intersection 

in my working life, but it has, you know, been thrown into stark relief during this time. So, you 

know, on those early days, right, daycares had just closed down, schools had to close down, 

we’re working from home. And so I’m sitting at the dining room table on a Sunday because I 

haven’t yet like set up my attic office. My [7:00] toddler is wandering around like wanting to 

play with me, he wants to interact, we normally hang out on the weekends and I’m like, “You’ve 

got to stay away. I’m on these calls.” We’re like, you know, I’m taking copious notes. We’re 

thinking, are our staff, okay? How are we going to help? And it’s just like, hours and hours of 

this and there’s this pull, I find, when you, you know, I have this really strong work identity that 

I have pursued, I have cultivated, I am committed to. Parenthood is also a part of my identity and 

I love that child more than anything and these two things are in tension in a way that you know, 

ebbs and flows. And I have felt that tension so acutely during this time. So in that moment, I’m 

at this space, you know, in our family space, working on something that is unprecedented, like 

the whole rug has been thrown out from under us, and my sweet boy just wants to have time with 

his momma [8:00] and I have to be like, “Away, away, away.” And that kind of became what it 
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felt like working from home until daycare recently reopened was this like, I just have to escape, 

escape to do my work. Focus, focus, focus, run down, pay attention. So that’s kind of what I 

would think. 

 

MM: I mean, I think that’s really interesting because I’m sure that there’s like a level – two 

forms of anxiety. One that maybe you feel, and tell me if I’m wrong in describing this, like, oh, 

god, my kid is going to pop up in the meeting and I’m going to look somehow “unprofessional.” 

And then at the same time, which goes by traditional rules of behavior, which went out the 

window, you know, anyways, but maybe you felt that. And then on the other side, guilt that your 

free time is now being expended and used in a professional way when it should be dedicated to 

your family. Is that – 

 

AS: Yeah, you know – I’m, I’m sorry to cut you off from Mary.  

 

MM: No, no. Yeah. [9:00] 

 

AS: This is our new life of like trying in the meetings. I, you know, I didn’t, I haven’t ever really 

worried about this piece of Salvador popping up in meetings, although it has definitely derailed a 

few meetings, but I never kind of felt the way it would impact me because I have been very 

purposeful in making my sort of home life somewhat visible in my work life because it’s 

important to me that people know that I am also doing this other thing and you know, that I work 

around it and it doesn’t, you know, both of them, you know, make me a better worker having, 

you know, this other responsibility, but I’ve sort of, I’ve been really purposeful about integrating 

that. So that part felt like, okay, it was just something to navigate more like, how do we keep him 

in some other room while I’m on a call. So that was more, felt more like operational in our home. 

But what has been so hard is that guilt piece. And it’s a multi layered guilt. So it’s a guilt [10:00] 

of I can’t ever in this time give my full attention to anything. I am, if I’m up here in my attic 

office working really hard on something for work there’s a piece of me that knows that my 

husband is downstairs with Salvador and Salvador, you know, maybe is having a meltdown or he 

needs some other attention. If I am with Salvador, there’s this other piece of me that’s like, okay, 

I’ve cut my workday short. I have all these major things looming. I’m thinking about it. And then 
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there’s no space for me. So then there’s also this piece of me that feels guilty, but like jealous, 

like, where is my time? Where is my space? Where is the like, five minute drive from daycare 

and the six minute walk to the Hay? I have found those things existing and feeding on each other 

in this sort of tempest in a teapot. And I feel it so acutely, and I know that a lot of that is to me, 

you know, it’s not my husband putting it on me, the toddler. You know, he started to [11:00] 

understand, “You go work mommy. I’ll wait.” But even that I felt like oh, my sweet bug. Now 

he’s like, “Go upstairs and work, mommy, and we’ll play later.” And I’m like – 

 

MM: He’s being like, super patriotic. 

 

AS: Yeah. So that guilt, and not just guilt, it’s like, it’s this feeling of there being one of you and 

1,800 directions to be pulled in. But instead of moving through different spaces where you can 

kind of process those identities, you kind of are just wearing that identity at all times in the same 

space, which is very hard for me. 

 

MM: Yeah, really interesting. And can I ask one more question about this because, you know, 

we need, as people studying women’s history, I think people are going to look back and I’ve 

noticed a lot of the reporting on this time about motherhood and work, women in the workplace. 

There’s a lot of description around being pulled in multiple directions and you just have to make 

it work. But if you could describe, because I think it’s really important, what [12:00] a day in 

your house looks like. Like how do you and your partner actually – 

 

AS: Yes. 

 

MM: The hours and the time, because I think people will want to know what is “making it work” 

actually, what is that? What is “making it work” exactly?  

 

AS: And I’m digging here on the side, here it is, because I actually wrote down a day at one 

point.  

 

MM: Oh cool. 
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AS: I was like, God have mercy. And I can share this snapshot of this with you.  

 

MM: Yeah, that’s super interesting.  

 

AS: Such an archivist, right? This is from April 22, 2020. So we’re about a month in right? I 

believe Brown sent us home on March 13. So are you ready for this?  

 

MM: Yeah, totally.  

 

AS: Okay. Woke up at 5:15, couldn’t sleep again. Listen to podcast until 5:45. 5:45 to 6:20 

worked out. 6:30 to 6:45 breakfast. 6:45 Salvador wakes up. 6:45 to 7:15 Legos. [13:00] 7:15 to 

7:40 shower etcetera. 7:45 at desk, emails, writing, project. 8:15 to 8:45 quick phone call with 

colleague. 9:00 to 9:45 meeting with boss. My husband takes Salvador the first half of the day. 

So by the time that 7:45 hit, I’m up here in the attic with the door closed, effectively at work and 

not parenting, you know. 10:00 I leave an eight person meeting on a major project. Three 

quarters of the way through that Salvador has a total meltdown. So I excuse myself early and go 

help him calm down and try to get some writing in while I’m soothing him. 

 

MM: How does that work exactly? 

 

AS: It doesn’t. It doesn’t. It’s really like, okay, okay, you sit on mommy’s lap and I’m like 

typing over his head. Yeah, like you know, or he’s like, he’ll be with me here while I like try to 

[14:00] type while I like hand you like random things from my desk. Like oh here you want this? 

Oh wait, no that’s the scissors. Give that back. Yeah, you know, then I had to, so then what 

happened, right, I, 11:15 to 12:00 I have a meeting with a new colleague and Salvador’s with me 

for that. 12:00, poor Salvador, he had another meltdown. He’s usually not so meltdowney and we 

had to go put him for nap. This is usually my thing. Off the zoom at noon, child goes down for a 

nap. That’s mine, my husband on the clock for work. Salvador naps 12:00 to 2:00 or 3:00 and 

then I continue with this work day. I don’t get lunch on this day until 2:15. Salvador wakes up at 

3:30 and then from 3:30 to 8:15pm I am on what I call, “Salvador Wrangling Duty,” and also 
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trying to wrap up some emails. My husband and I get the bug to bed by 8:30. 8:45 to 9:00 

[15:00] is dinner. And by 10 o’clock I have passed out in my bed to start all over the next day.  

 

MM: Oh, yeah. Yeah. So I think that was, thank you for sharing that. I think that’s incredibly 

important for people to hear and learn about the logistics, like really, really the logistics in 

people’s lives that are happening.  

 

AS: Yeah. Can I say another quick thing about that, Mary? 

 

MM: Yeah. 

 

AS: One thing that I have noticed in my life, you know, there’s so many articles about obviously, 

how women, you know, maybe have to do more around the house. In my life it’s always been 

inverted. My husband does most of the cooking and he has most of the house responsibilities. 

And we’ve really done a lot of 50/50 with the child and I would say it became more like 70/30 

where my husband was taking the brunt of this, right. If I had a meeting during the time he was 

normally working, he would move his stuff because my role has different requirements than his 

role and so that, I did not have to navigate that kind of piece of [16:00] it. But it was also this 

sense of there are two careers, two people, one small person who needs especially a lot of love 

and care during this time when the world is falling apart. But also in the midst of all of that 

chaos, I just want our current and future people to know that there was also some incredible joy. 

So before this, my husband commuting to Boston.  

 

MM: Oh, yes! 

 

AS: Up at 4:00, train at 6:00 am, like back by 5:00. I get Salvador off to daycare by myself. We 

see each other a little bit in the evening. We haven’t had this much time together or with our son 

ever. He went to the daycare when he was three months old, which was great for us. So even 

though there was like, many hellish moments, and I was so exhausted, it was also like, there was 

some incredible joy about having a meeting and then running downstairs and being greeted by 

like exuberant love from a toddler. Like putting on [17:00] this other role and like building 
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Legos and getting to see my husband during the day. So I both loved that and then resented it so 

greatly. It was at this exact same time I felt those things. Adrienne Rich talks about it in her 

essays on motherhood, right, that love and resentment at the same time. 

 

MM: Yeah. And I think that’s so interesting. You know, and that, that, you know, I’d also like to 

add in my own household, I don’t have a child, but I am partnered and, and I think that piece, 

that childhood piece is one that can, really, really ups the ante in homes and also around the share 

of labor and how labor is distributed in people’s homes. And so that is really a particular 

struggle, I think, of couples with children that those of us without kids just, we don’t feel in the 

same way. And so I think it’s important to share these experiences for those who are looking in 

down the line. So I’d like to move on now [18:00] to the summer. And, well, actually, no. I have 

a couple, I have a couple, one other question first. 

 

AS: Yeah. 

 

MM: About caregiving and of your colleagues, your staff. 

 

AS: Yes. 

 

MM: There’s this really interesting question that I that I’ve been thinking about in terms of the 

distribution, or the giving, the caregiving to staff by women managers versus male managers and 

if you’ve experienced any difference, differences on your demands that are maybe asked of you, 

both from your staff or maybe from leadership, or if you’ve noticed any differences between, 

like gender differences around caregiving in your professional life. 

 

AS: Yes, I’m so glad you asked that. I have always felt a strong component of caregiving in the 

professional life because I believe there’s a lot of emotional [19:00] labor and there’s a lot of 

work in managing an organization full of people. In this moment, I definitely felt, you know, a 

very strong demand from leadership, the University, to take care of staff. So, and an apt demand, 

you know, I’m not saying it wasn’t, but I, you know, for instance, I’d be on the phone with my 

staff regularly, texting them. I did, it took me a month, but I wrote handwritten notes to 
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everybody on my staff, you know, because I was, and I do still worry about folks in this 

disruption, right, and folks who live alone. So that had become an, definitely an added worry. 

And the thing is, I’m not sure how much of this is gendered and how much of this is about life 

experience, but I tend to be more in tune to people and their emotions while some males in 

leadership who I work with are just not. I believe, it’s actually just kind of more of a personality 

thing. [20:00] There’s some gendered stuff in there. So it’s kind of like, it’s, if I want these 

people to be taken care of, or if I, if I need to flag something that needs care, I have to bring it 

up. There has been some great surprises. You know, there are some, some male leaders who have 

been actually more in tuned in, in certain ways, but I have really, really felt that because there’s 

only so much kind of care you can do in your life at one time, which is why care work is actually 

work. So I, I’ve seen that a lot. A lot, I get a lot more, I think, people perhaps, I think people talk 

with me about their emotional wellbeing in a different way than they would talk with a male 

leader. I think that’s fine. It just is. Yeah. And I think my staff, you know, [21:00] feel more 

invited to talk to me about my personal life or their personal lives. Not in a way that blurs 

boundaries unduly, but just because it’s sort of like, you’re having these mirror experiences, we 

have young children or you know, so I’ve really, really felt that care work amp up at work. And 

I’ve had to, I was all in for like two and a half months like care, care, care. And now I’ve had to 

kind of step back a little purposefully and say, “How do I empower them to care for each other? 

And what is the level of care I can do for them that will be sustainable since this is going to go 

on and on?” And honestly, I have to be an intact person and I’ve got some major organizational 

work I have to do so. So, yeah, that part has been incredible. 

 

MM: Yeah, that’s really interesting for me to think about like, what – that is so interesting. I 

would love to do a compare and contrast like with little snapshots around like a topic that has 

come to you [22:00] and like I wonder if that, if that topic would ever go to some of the – I laugh 

because it’s like you can imagine if somebody kvetching about, you know what a nightmare the 

homecare situation, your kid is, or whatever, the house situation, would they speak the same way 

to a male boss? And I think it’s about solidarity in one way, which is very positive, that I think 

people can connect with women like that in leadership positions and like feel a sense of 

solidarity. And I wonder if that solidarity is there. I also wonder if men feel more solidarity in 
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their communication with male leaders, if there’s a gender, if there is a gender dynamic that way 

as well?  

 

AS: Yeah, you know, I definitely, I’m, I’m always attuned to the gender dynamics, but I think 

there’s also a kind of life configuration dynamics. So because I am in a stage of life where I have 

a certain family setup that mirrors some of my other staff, we have that common ground. So I 

even connect quite a bit with male colleagues around that. Some of my male colleagues, you 

know, I’m also, like, [23:00] the youngest person in library leadership, we’ll just say that. Some 

of my male, you know, a lot of my other colleagues, especially my male colleagues, are in more 

advanced stages in their life when they’re, if they have children at home those children are 

teenagers, or have a different family setup where they have a partner who does, is primarily at 

home or something like that. So even if they can understand like, when I, when you would say, 

“Hey, this is really hard, I have all of these demands in one space,” there is a visceral level of 

getting it that they can be missing because we’re having different experiences. But I think those 

things are layered between gender, class, you know, social safety nets. Even family, so I have we 

don’t have any family nearby so it’s all us all the time. Friday, August 14, was the first day that 

Pablo and I had by ourselves without Salvador since probably January because he went back to 

school and we have day off. [24:00] So there’s like all of these concentric circles about where the 

social safety net succeeds or fails and how that overlaps with the work environment and 

expectations and gender that I have just been seeing so acutely. And I come from a place of 

enormous privilege. I mean, but even so, in my microcosm, I really feel that. 

 

MM: That’s really interesting. So, so this is spinning, right? So that we, we are, we’re in March, 

we’re coming up into summer, it’s going on and kind of the fatigue of the pandemic setting into 

all of our lives and we’re feeling that in all of these different ways. And so then we’re working 

from home in the summer and then kind of like a flashbang we start, you know, I really feel like 

it’s, for me, and tell me and if you disagree, it was the Aubree killing. Two weeks, like it was 

almost like, I mean, it happened previously. The news of that [25:00] murder suddenly hits 

national news. And then it’s, it’s like a crash and then, and then the George Floyd incident 

happens. So let me, let me step back and say, please tell us your experience of the pandemic 

moment and then that, this next phase of summer 2020 which makes this year truly historic, I 
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think in all of our lives. Tell us about, describe, paint us that picture about that moment where 

these two events hit you. Were you talking about them, where you were. 

 

AS: Yep, definitely. And let me say that for me there was, there’s been another point of 

convergence because my husband is from South America, from Chile, and we have family there. 

And so the pandemics have been on slightly different trajectories. So when it ramped up here, it 

hadn’t hit there yet, as we became more towards equilibrium [26:00] it started to hit there. 

Political unrest started there while it was still kind of out of flow here. So there’s been also this 

transnational way that we have been experiencing this. So when there’s some kind of calm in the 

storm in the US, there’s something probably going on in Chile and sometimes those things hit at 

the same time and that is incredibly difficult because you’re like here in this moment and also so 

far removed from these other people you love and care about who may or may not be doing well. 

So I just want to add that, that piece in. 

I think the thing that I felt so acutely was this, this sense of rage that this has, it’s 

continuing to go on and the, you know, the rage, but not just, not just rage that like the police are 

[27:00] killing and have killed and you know, Black people have been subject to state sponsored 

violence for hundreds of years. But there’s this way in which I feel like in this moment these two 

things are coalescing in such a horrible manner. You know, I have a dear friend who says, you 

know, like, “COVID is hitting my community so hard. Racial violence is hitting my community 

so hard. You know, my sons are afraid to walk in the street, like what, you know, what is going 

on?” And I think, for me, it’s, I, this is the first – I think what’s different about this than perhaps 

you know, when Ferguson happened, and all of that is that this is the first moment where I feel in 

my own life and in my own sphere of influence that I exist in a position of power. I finally have, 

you know, a leadership role. I have like a little bit more stability in my own life, and I, and it felt 

like [28:00] there was this rage tied with this, you must act in an institutional and concerted way. 

And it was that, that kind of like, rage into action that I felt so acutely, I think previously, I had, 

you know, when all of these things have happened in the past, obviously, been, you know, swept 

into it and then done the kind of white person thing of, you know, turning attention away, but 

also feeling like I’m just a pea in the sea and like, what am I going to do? There’s, you know, 

I’m one tiny person, I’m in graduate school, I have nothing. And so, for me, I think it was that 

moment. And this, it’s, it’s just like the idea that institutions and governments can continue to 
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say things that kind of pay lip service and see no action. I feel like somehow COVID and that 

crisis broke something open inside of me that was kind of starting to percolate. And then [29:00] 

when the police violence was brought back into the spotlight, and then the police violence 

against the protesters and just this kind of powder keg, for some reason for me, those two things, 

you know, connected in a really powerful way that I think is, is really life changing. And the 

thing is, is that I feel like, I feel somewhat there was this time, you know, I was, early on in all of 

that when I would talk to friends and colleagues and we would say, “We despair, we are 

hopeless, like how could we possibly go on? Like, we are at the whim of history and structural 

racism, like we must burn it all down and like, what can we do?” And we would have these 

conversations, you know, on personal and professional levels, and then I sort of, we, you know, 

kind of decided, like, I have to narrow my focus. Like, I cannot, one person, influence all of 

these larger global trends, you know. I don’t have the energy [30:00] honestly to even think 

about how I might do that, but like, where is my sphere of influence here at Brown University 

and the Brown University Library? And I really truly believe that collections and history matter 

and that they have a profound social impact. And that the work we do as librarians can matter. 

And so for me, it was like, how can I channel this, this, this idea that the whole world’s been 

turned upside down, you know, that we have got to finally act, we can’t just keep, you know, 

going on and on and trying to be diverse and inclusive, and you know, what are we going to do 

to really change things? And so for me, that has all focused into kind of a laser sharp 

determination that while I occupy this particular seat of influence, there will be change. Like I 

just that’s kind of what it’s meant for me. 

 

MM: Can I ask you, let me just back you up a little bit. Where were you learning [31:00] about 

your information about this event? Were you listening to the radio? Were you watching it on 

television? Do you remember? 

 

AS: That’s a good question. So I definitely wasn’t watching it on, you know, I feel, one reason 

I’m struggling is because I feel that I spend 99% of my time on some kind of device either for 

work or pleasure right now so it would probably be a device. I don’t watch television news and I 

don’t really listen to the radio. So I think it must have been via internet websites. I mean, internet 

news sites. What am I, in the ’90s? On the web. The websites for the Internet. And also friends 
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as things would spread. So it’s kind of almost just like how there’s a deluge of info about 

COVID-19. You know, you’re kind of tuned into that and then that started to just morph into this 

other deluge of information. 

 

MM: Can I ask you another question?  

 

AS: Sure. 

 

MM: Did you watch the George Floyd video [32:00] or did you choose not to do that? 

 

AS: I chose not to. I – 

 

MM: I should pause and say for our listeners that this murder this, death of this man in 

Minnesota, the entirety of the event was filmed and it was an eight, eight or nine minute video, if 

not longer, that was placed into the public sphere. We all were able to see it. So if we wanted to, 

but I too didn’t watch it. 

 

AS: Yeah, you know, and I was, I made a conscious decision around that. I’m of two minds. I’ve 

done work on kind of, you know, human rights documentation in Chile and there’s this part of 

me that feels it’s so important for us to bear witness and kind of visceral witness to what’s 

happened and that bearing of witness is powerful. There’s this other way in which it felt like 

exploitative, like, how many times did we have, did this man have to be murdered in front of us? 

[33:00] Which I don’t really know, there’s something you know, ethical and spiritual there that 

really bothered me. And then honestly, for my own wellbeing, by the time all that was 

happening, my own kind of wellbeing and mental health was suffering, obviously, from what 

I’ve described. So I kind of had to make a decision that I can’t like, that might be something that 

breaks me. Like if I’m going to rally and try to make some change I can’t watch that. 

 

MM: I think also for, for mothers I think it really hit mother’s really hard. And I think I do want 

like, I am like, Oh my god, I can’t even believe that, but. And for mothers, you know, like how it 

just is, was just so incredibly visceral. And I also think I’m wondering your thoughts about like, 
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it was a unifying call. It was a unifying deaf shout, you know, is this, is this call for mother, and 

that is so profound. And I don’t know if you have any thoughts on that.  

 

AS: Yeah. [34:00] You know, it’s, it’s interesting because it definitely is a unifying call for 

mothers, but there’s many ways in which all of this is a, you know, for somebody who is white, 

we are now participating in something that has been somebody else’s lived reality going forward 

and that they have been united in trying to protect their families for, for ages and ages. I will say 

that this, it reminds, me reminded me of one particular moment when I was pregnant, which was 

in the summer of 2016, so, right before Trump was elected, you know, we were seeing the 

national discourse really change in frightening ways. My husband and I were walking on the 

street in Cambridge, Mass, you know, coming away from the Radcliffe Institute, and we were 

speaking in Spanish, and, you know, and this man walked by and said, you know, “Speak effing 

English. We’re in the U.S.”  

 

MM: No! 

 

AS: Yes. And I said, of course, I get all mad, “Don’t you tell me [35:00] what language I’m 

going to speak.” You know, “This is the,” you know, I get all, you know, thinking like, you 

know, Pablo, I’m thinking like, Oh my God, my son, what if, my son is with me now, but what if 

he was with me? And then the man says to me something about, you know, he made some slurs 

against me being a woman. And then my husband was just like, “You can talk to her.” We talked 

about this afterwards. And I said, he said, “You know, I just expect that. I expect people to be, to 

act that way around people from you know, Latinx background or speaking Spanish. I just kind 

of filter that in and out.” And when the woman stuff happened, I was sort of like, you know, just 

another thing. And it was because we had these different lenses through which we were 

experiencing it. You know, I wasn’t bothered as much by the woman thing. He wasn’t as 

bothered as much by the language thing. And for me, that moment, just crystallized the sense of 

how our, you know, our own personal experience influences the way that we experience the 

world. And so I [36:00] think that the impact of George Floyd on mothers, on white mothers has 

been quite profound. I think it’s been really profound on Black mothers and other mothers of 

color, but I think in a different way. You know, there is definitely the sense of like, for me, it’s 
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this profound heartbreak in the sense of like, will my child be safe, but there’s also the sense that 

my child is going to be safer than this Black woman next to me’s child because my child looks a 

lot like me and that skin color brings an immense amount of privilege. And so there’s this kind 

of heart wrenching moment of my child may be safer, obviously, as a mother I want that. And 

then this other moment of like, but look at these, you know, these other children, I don’t know 

how to explain it.  

 

MM: I also think about that moment as you described being on the street with your husband and 

then your reaction is like a split second. And I think that is also like such a performance of white 

[37:00] privilege, too, and like women, like female, where it’s like, bam, you know, you can 

respond and be like no fear. And like, in a way that like, would Pablo have done that – 

 

AS: Oh, no. 

 

MM: Because of the kind of threat, just physical threat. And I, I have done that in my life too. 

I’ve seen it on the subway. I saw a woman very bravely just speak up for a young kid. But then I 

was like that is just such a performance privilege just right in the face of, it was a cop. The 

woman I saw do it on the subway got in the face of a cop in like a hot second and diffused it and 

it was like about her power in that moment. And I think that that is like, hugely troubling, right. 

 

AS: Troubling. And it exists. And so I think the question for us, Mary, is, how do we use, how 

do we take that structural reality of racial privilege and gender privilege and kind of this, this, the 

sanctity of white womanhood, you know. [38:00] What do we do with that to actually make 

change? And you know, I’m hoping that this thing with what we’re experiencing in the country 

right now, we’re having COVID-19 fatigue, I also see that we’re having racial justice fatigue, 

and I don’t want to see that, whatever it’s ignited, I don’t want to see that dissipate. And I, I just 

I’m just wondering, and I’m not making much sense here, because I’ve been wrestling with all 

these things, you know, kind of on a daily basis thinking about them. But, you know, as a white 

woman, I’m going to continue to occupy a certain space of privilege in our society until 

something major changes. What do I do with that privilege? And I think that is something that 

you know, and it’s not about me, what do I do about that privilege that de-centers me. I think 
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about Stacey Abrams’ work a lot because she’s been a real inspiration for me. [39:00] So, all of 

this to say is, all of these things are happening in real time. And I feel like with COVID, and with 

the racial justice things, and all these murders, I’m trying to do my best to navigate them and I’m 

thinking deeply about them. I’m also knowing that I’m somewhat reactive. I’m knowing that my 

lens is, you know, a certain slice of the world, and I find that worrisome and troubling, but I 

don’t necessarily always know what to do about it. So I have a really good friend who I’ve 

asked, you know, she and I have a good relationship, a good relationship, and we talk a lot about 

racial justice. And I said to her, you know, “if I start sounding like a well-intentioned white 

woman, please let me know.” And she was like, “Oh, I would let you know.” And it was sort of 

like, not to put that on her in a way that, that’s just the kind of relationship we have and the way 

we hold each other accountable. So yeah, I, [40:00] don’t know.  

I think there’s ways in which it’s been profoundly impactful for me at work. I have been 

a driving force behind some of these things in various professional spheres and that has been 

received in various ways, both positive and negative. And I felt like there was a real kind of 

difficulty around that as I was trying to navigate different professional spaces in different groups 

within and outside of university while trying to say we need to make change in response to racial 

justice that’s not just another statement. And that was personally very hard for me. That was 

really, really hard. And I felt quite defeated for a while. But thankfully, we’ve kept going and I 

think we will see some change. But yeah, that was – 

 

MM: It’s always really, really interesting when, yeah, when there’s a lot of really amazing lip 

service and then whammo. As soon as you like, take a step forward, [41:00] there’s a huge lean 

against that motion forward for a myriad of generally, I feel, red tape reasons that just like, why 

has no one questioned this, you know? And so I get that very much. I, we’re running up on time 

and I don’t want to take too much of your time and your schedule. So one thing that I like to 

offer for everyone that we interview is a free share moment where you can really share about 

anything that you want to with the understanding that this is, this is your interview kind of in 

perpetuity as part of our collection. And so I always say like 50 years from now, like think about 

a college student or a grade school student, using our interviews of which there are hundreds 

now in this collection, and maybe hitting upon your interview, and what do you want them to 

know? Like, what do you want to put in the time capsule in this moment through this interview? 
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AS: Yeah, I think that there are two things I want to put in the time capsule. And I actually think 

about [42:00] this somewhat. I kind of think what do I want to tell Salvador about this in certain 

years. I want to flag the incredible issues around mental health in our country. You know, this is 

something I struggle with personally and have for many, many years in a variety of ways. And, 

you know, if, and this whole year 2020 has had profound impacts on my own wellbeing in that 

way, but it has also really brought many more people into mental health crisis, and we didn’t 

have a system that could tolerate that before. So I see those fissures beginning and I think we’re 

really going to see those repercussions. So kind of the sense that we are so attuned to the 

physical health right now like, you’re wearing a mask, we’re taking our temperatures, like 

physical health has almost, you know, is visible in a way that I don’t think it has been ever. And 

for me, I certainly haven’t, the only other time I felt anything similar was being pregnant when 

your like physical health was written on your body publicly, right. [43:00] But mental health is 

so silent. And I’m really hoping that by the time, whatever in 50 years or something, we will be 

having different conversations and there’ll be different structures because I think that we’re at a 

real crisis point.  

The other thing that I would hope is, I would hope that these folks in the future, or even 

the generations that are coming up right behind you and me, Mary, that they can tap back into 

hope. I find this way that, I feel like I’m going to cry, that I feel like the onslaught of like, y2k, 

9/11, the joy of Obama, you know, the recessions, Trump, has made me in some ways lose a bit 

of hope and faith in some of the political structures and also has shown me some sides of 

humanity that are really tough. And one thing that I admire so much about [44:00] college 

students and high school students right now is the way that they can mobilize for change in spite 

of all of this and the way that they kind of propel themselves. I was of the, one of the first 

generations of like school shootings, too, right. So I just feel like there’s these ways in which I 

have felt certain amounts of hope and power drained out of me. And I do also come from an 

ideology and a perspective that like, the people united can make change. Like I believe that, I’ve 

seen it in history, but I feel so broken in some ways. And so I really hope that the people who are 

coming after us will have found a way to tap into that hope and not make it aspirational, but have 

that hope be a driving force for change, and then that change that it will happen and it will 

continue to happen, that we won’t think we’ve done it right. I feel like there was a sense with 

Obama like, ah, now we can relax, right? Or some folks felt that. 
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MM: Yeah, yeah. 

 

AS: So anyhow, that’s, those are the two things I think. We’ll be thinking about the mental 

health [45:00] part and then also just, you know, finding that way to have hope, to have faith, to 

have, I guess all those things that Obama has talked about, but have felt like they’ve been so 

brutally taken away. 

 

MM: And here also in the Obama family, we see Michelle Obama step, former first lady, 

stepping up and sharing her own struggles with mental health during this time. And I think what 

I have felt personally is she allowed us all to acknowledge, how did she describe it? As the low, 

the low burn depression? Or a low, low grade depression that feels like a, like a slow burn or 

something. So she said it and that is so fascinating coming from the highest office, most 

significant woman figure in the nation coming from her. It’s deeply important. And I would also 

concur that students, and I think this is where a nod to Brown which is so invigorating, is to 

have, and something that is missed right now, is to have students in our orbit as they come 

bursting into our [46:00] offices or around the classrooms and have such motivation. I mean, 

they are a driving force for me as well. I will tell you just seeing young people, and the 

enthusiasm for not being pulled under by this time and their strength is truly inspiring to me. 

 

AS: Yeah, I feel that same way. And seeing, you know, here in Providence, most of the marches, 

Black Lives Matter marches have been organized by high school students and that gives me such 

hope. It’s also, it’s also so much for them to carry being so young, but there’s a way that I feel 

that this generation has really strong shoulders, and I’m hoping it has like, the hope and like 

there’s this level of like, gumption that I feel like in my generation, maybe we were just a little 

more like, not sure that we could make those waves or I don’t know what. There was something 

about it where we were just kind of like, the world is falling apart, there’s economic downturn, 

like we just were distracted all the time, and I feel like these students, these younger folks 

[47:00] have just grown up in that as part of their norm, it wasn’t like the world felt okay, and 

then it crashed. And so I’m hoping that maybe that difficulty will really propel change forward. 
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MM: Yeah. And of course, just a quick example of that are those students around the Parkland 

shooting, I mean, those kids, I feel like they drew a line in the sand and were like, clapped their 

hands and were like, wake up, like we are no, this is a different day and we’re going to do this 

differently. And I really want just – 

 

AS: It’s not okay.  

 

MM: Yeah, really give them a shout out to history here in the Pembroke Center Oral History 

Project. So Amanda, I’m going to wrap up this interview now because we’re hitting the timeline. 

I want to thank you very, very much for participating. Your interview now becomes part of this 

collection. It is a corpus of data that has been going since 1982. Our earliest interview dates from 

a graduate of the class of 1911, and now your interview becomes our most recent. So thank you 

very much, and I’m going to stop the recording now. 

 

AS: Okay. Thank you. [48:00]   

 

--END-- 


