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PREFACE 

 

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

conducted by Interviewer Whitney Dow on September 22nd, 2017. This interview is part of the 

Columbia University Study on White People.  

 The reader is asked to bear in mind that s/he is reading a verbatim transcript of the 

spoken word, rather than written prose. 



 

 

Q: So, first of all, can you tell me your name and where you’re from and a little about yourself?   

 

Helmboldt: [13:07:39] All right. My name is Andy Helmboldt. I was raised in Casnovia, 

Michigan, which is, oh, about twenty miles or so north of Grand Rapids, Michigan. A very small 

rural town there, kind of in the middle of orchard country there. That was the main agricultural 

activity up there, the main activity around, really. You know, apples. My neighbor, my house 

was surrounded on all sides by apple orchards. So the town was so small that we, there was only, 

like three hundred-some, four hundred people there. We didn’t have a school, we went to the 

next small town to school. That town was called Kent City. And the next-next town was Sparta, 

Michigan, and my parents were both high school teachers in Sparta. My dad coached football 

and baseball and wrestling, mostly. I had a younger brother, and we did what nuclear families do, 

I guess.  

 

Q: And what brought you to Battle Creek?  

 

Helmboldt: [13:08:55] So what brought me to Battle Creek was, after college—I went to college 

at Central Michigan University in Mount Pleasant—after that, moved to Kalamazoo so my 

girlfriend at the time could go to grad school at Western [Michigan University]. And I had a 

teaching degree, and just looked for teaching jobs in a radius around Kalamazoo, and ended up at 
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a junior high in Battle Creek. So that relationship did not last, and then, a year after that, I 

moved, myself, to Battle Creek and have been living here ever since. So that would be about 

1999.   

 

Q: And how would you describe this community?  

 

Helmboldt: [13:09:46] I describe Battle Creek as a community—the first thing that comes to 

mind, to me, is sort of in-between. It’s sort of a big small town and a small big town. If you’re 

from Chicago, or Detroit, or someplace like that, this feels really small to you. If you’re from a 

place like Casnovia, Michigan, like I am, Battle Creek can feel big. You know, 50,000 people, 

it’s in between sizes, it’s definitely a blue-collar sort of manufacturing town. While, at the same 

time, the home of the world headquarters of a Fortune 500 company in Kellogg. So there’s 

definitely a lot of identity there. There’s Battle Creek, a lot of people here like to think of Battle 

Creek as the most well-known city of its size in the world because of the Kelloggs and the cereal 

industry. Not just Kellogg, but Post as well.  Kellogg and Post, the entire breakfast food 

revolution of the twentieth century and what that meant to the town and its identity.  

 

Q: I want to talk a little bit about you. When you think about your own identity, how do you 

think about yourself? What are the things about you that you think define who you are? Like, 

how would you describe yourself?  

 

Helmboldt: [13:11:15] I tend to think about place a lot, and so I would describe myself as being 

from those, the places I just described. I’m from Battle Creek; I’m originally from the Grand 
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Rapids area, a small town in the area. I would say that. I would say I’m a local politician 

involved on the local city commission. I was formerly a public educator. My wife works in 

public education. We have two kids, they go to, you know, the local public elementary schools. 

We live in a fairly diverse neighborhood, older neighborhood in Battle Creek, by a park where 

the kids can play. And it’s pretty sort of just solid white middle-class American life.  

 

Q: And what do you think is the strongest part of your identity? What do you think that people 

see, what do you think people see when they see you?  

 

Helmboldt: [13:12:37] People probably see a middle-class white guy. I think, generally, if we’re 

breaking it down into, you know, real just first thoughts. And that would depend on who the 

people seeing me were, I guess, and their own experience.  

 

Q: And so you identify as a white person?  

 

Helmboldt: Yes.  

 

Q: OK. What do you think makes you white?  

 

Helmboldt: [13:13:13] What makes me white. So defining white as a race, it’s really the color of 

my skin, I think. I think that’s pretty much the accepted definitions of race today involve what 

you look like physically, that’s what race is, or what we’ve come to define as race. So in 

America, it’s the color of the skin and the way you look, but it’s also who you are. You’re in a 
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position of privilege relative to people who aren’t white. So the people that have come before me 

in my family were white, and they’re all white so I’m white, too. And certainly, when you get 

into families and, you know, families of mixed races, then things would get murky. But as far as 

my identity, there’s a pretty straight line through whiteness there.  

 

Q: And how often do you think about your race?  

 

Helmboldt: [13:14:32] How often do I think about my race? I would say all the time. Not 

literally all the time, but—so I’ve done—and that might be unusual especially amongst white 

people, I can’t say, but I’ve done a lot of training about race, and racial equity, and identity, and 

privilege, and what those things mean and how it relates to my position in the world. And, being 

a local elected official, I think about how all of those things impact how we do business as a 

government and as a community, and how are people included. So I guess part of that, in the 

how-often-I-think-about-it is, I think, amplified by the other stuff I’m thinking about anyway, 

and I’m bringing that, a racial lens, and my own racial experience, to those things. So, I think 

about it quite a bit.  

 

Q: In all those things that you describe, those experiences, has your perception of yourself and 

your own race changed over time, doing all those sort of workshops and all? It sounds like 

you’ve done a fair amount of things like that.  

 

Helmboldt: [13:15:56] My perception of my race has changed over time. Or, rather, I think 

considering myself or identifying as white hasn’t changed over time, but rather, understanding 
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what whiteness in America and in my community means, has changed over time. And so not just 

my—so just race in general. My, the learning about what race in general has meant, has changed 

over time. So I have a deeper understanding of what it means to be white, what it means to be 

not-white in America, than I had last year, or five years ago, or ten years ago, or, certainly, 

twenty or thirty years ago.  

 

Q: You said that your understanding of what whiteness means in your community. What does 

being white mean in Battle Creek? 

 

Helmboldt: [13:17:00] Being white in Battle Creek means, certainly, being in a place of relative 

privilege. I don’t think Battle Creek is much different, in that regard, than any other typical 

Midwestern Rust Belt-ish town. Statistically speaking, being white in Battle Creek means you’re 

more likely to have better educational outcomes, better health outcomes, live in a better 

neighborhood, have more access to government. And I don’t think that’s unusual, by any means, 

amongst communities like ours in the country. But that’s what it feels like it means here.  

 

Q: And sort of thinking about your own race, and this relationship to your community yourself, 

did that lead you to politics or did politics lead you—would sort of representing people lead you 

to that? First of all, can you tell me a little bit about, you say you’re a local politician. What does 

that mean? What’s been your political trajectory? Why did you get into it?  I understand you 

stepped down recently, but tell us a little bit about your political background.  
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Helmboldt: [13:18:38] I got into local politics. Well, let me back up. So I taught, I was a public 

school teacher for three years after college. Left that, that was not working for me professionally. 

Left that, went into business for myself with another guy, and so we’re talking early 2000s—

from that point, started slowly getting more involved volunteering, and doing sort of community 

things in Battle Creek. You know, like I mentioned before, I’m not from Battle Creek originally.  

I taught for a few years at a suburban district here, moved into more of the central downtown 

neighborhood.  

 

So I got involved at the Battle Creek Community Foundation doing various volunteer things 

through them, particularly, there was a neighborhood grant review committee that I sat on. And 

started learning more about the power structure of the community, and where, who has the 

power, who doesn’t, who has the money, who doesn’t. And so, becoming very interested in those 

things. When I taught, my degree, my major was social studies. History, and government, and 

economics, and geography, and all that. So I have a natural interest in government and how these 

things work.  

 

So there came a time in 2011, when there was an opening on the city commission. One of the 

longstanding, well-respected members of the commission was leaving town, vacating their seat. 

So there was an opening. And sort of running for office has been something in the back of my 

mind for a while. And some friends and acquaintances come to me and say, “Hey. There’s an 

opening.” I said, “Hey, I know.” After some conversations, I said, “Hey, this is a good time to try 

this.” So that’s what kind of led me to it, but the why. You know, why be involved? My goal, 

from the beginning, in becoming involved in local politics, was always, and has always been, to 
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look at that work through the lens of, how do we make this a town for everyone? Because, 

clearly, it’s not. Like I mentioned before, there’s just, you can predict people’s outcomes based 

on their race and that’s inequitable.  

 

Q: Can you talk a little more about that?  You haven’t talked specifically about sort of the racial 

makeup of Battle Creek.  Talk a little bit more about what you mean by that.  

 

Helmboldt: [13:21:27] So we, like most. And I’m fairly sure that anything I say here about the 

racial makeup of Battle Creek isn’t necessarily very unique to Battle Creek because it’s going to 

be pretty similar other, in other places like ours. So we’re very, a very segregated, racially 

segregated city. Lots of reasons for that historically, you know, government housing policy, all 

that. We could go into just that. Which means the school system’s—because we’re segregated 

from a housing standpoint, then that means the schools are, follow that pattern of segregation. 

The schools that are nonwhite tend to have lower performance by the standardized testing 

measures, which is another problematic measurement in and of itself, tend to measure poverty 

more than education. Health outcomes are better for whites than nonwhites. Infant mortality, 

measures like that. From the economic standpoints, unemployment. The last I checked, the 

unemployment rate among blacks was twice that, as whites. So things like that is the racial 

scenario here in Battle Creek.  

 

[interruption] 

 



 Helmboldt – Session 1 – 10 
 

Q: So why did you want to participate in this project? What was your motivation for 

participating in this project, both to do the initial survey and to come in and talk to us on-

camera?  

 

Helmboldt: [13:23:54] So my reason for wanting to take part in this project is that I believe in the 

stated purpose of this project, which is to increase dialogue among what it means to be white in 

America. Because I don’t think you can really talk about what it means to be black, or Hispanic, 

what it means to be anything else if we’re not also going to talk about what it means to be white. 

And I think we’re just kind of getting to the point, as a country, of even being willing to go there. 

And if this helps us down that road, then I’m all for it.  

 

Q: And do you think that, as white people, that’s it’s acknowledged about—we have a—it’s 

acknowledged—our past is pretty complicated on race, it hasn’t been always the systematic, both 

oppression and exploitation of people, people of color, for centuries—there’s, whatever side of 

the political spectrum you’re on. You’re obviously a pretty liberal guy, but people would agree 

that we have that past. Is there an obligation, as white people, to somehow engage that and 

rectify it? Is it something that, because that is in the past, that we live in a different time. What is 

our obligation in this conversation as a white person?  

 

Helmboldt: [13:25:27] OK. So in America, we have a very complicated, a long and complicated, 

in some ways—and simple, in other ways—history of race and racial dynamics. We have a 

history where the origin of our country, being one of white genocide of the native population, 

and then white enslavement of African peoples, to build our nation. It’s that I don’t think there’s 
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any disputing that those are the origins of America, or the origins of the United States of 

America, let me say that. [laughs] So the question of, you know, of what is our obligation to deal 

with that, or how should we be dealing with that today? I know there are people who would say, 

“Well, the past’s in the past and all people are created equal and everyone has an equal 

opportunity.” I think that’s a way too naive view of the state of America and the impact that our 

history has had on us. I think we—and white people in particular—have an obligation to face this 

history truthfully and to dig into the ways that that history is the foundation for, and still drives, 

the way people live in America. And to do whatever is in our power to help rectify that.  

 

Q: I want to come back to you, again, personal a little bit. You were talking about Battle Creek, 

and the neighborhoods, and how segregated it is. Can you tell me about the neighborhood you 

live in?  

 

Helmboldt: [13:27:37] So the neighborhood I live, in Battle Creek, generally speaking, is one of 

the more diverse neighborhoods in Battle Creek, or is one that more closely represents the 

population as a whole in Battle Creek. It’s the northeast side of Battle Creek, one of the oldest 

parts of Battle Creek. That’s, it’s kind of where I live. There’s a decent variety of housing stock, 

so that helps contribute to some diversity in the neighborhood as a whole.  

 

Q: And, on sort of the personal level, how often do you interact with people of color on a daily 

basis? Sort of in public.  
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Helmboldt: [13:28:31] Mm, so I interact with people of color on a daily basis, I would say, just 

in your natural comings and goings. You know, walking my dog in the park, seeing—I mean, 

when you encounter a diverse array of people. Mostly white, but you know. A diverse array of 

people. There aren’t, I would say that, so on a sort of general making my way through town on a 

daily basis, I can’t say that I have close friends, or anyone in my family, that is nonwhite. So that 

sort of personal experiences are very limited. Within my work as a local politician, I try to make 

it a point to get out and do things in a variety of areas of town. And, actually, personally, I try to 

make it a point, in my elected official work, to get into more places that are unfamiliar to me 

than familiar to me. That’s been one of my goals.  

 

Q: Well, this is an interesting question, this is something I think a lot about. Is that you’re 

someone who obviously cares about the subject matter, cares about social justice, is interesting in 

working—you volunteered to serve your community. And yet you find your personal life not 

having connection, a lot of connections with people of color. Why do you think that is?  

 

Helmboldt: [13:30:19] I don’t have many connections to people of color in my personal life 

because I think that’s still an area of my life that’s completely rooted in whiteness, in my family 

and the family of my wife. And it’s difficult, when you go about your personal life, I think, to get 

too far away from that.  

 

Q: Is there anybody in your family, both in your immediate family or your wife’s immediate 

family that is not white?  
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Helmboldt: [13:31:15] No, there isn’t anybody in my immediate family or my wife’s immediate 

family that isn’t white.  

 

Q: Yeah. So I think about this a lot. Because look, honestly, I have the same issue. I’ve been 

working on this stuff, and I have a lot of people of color in my professional life, and [not?] a lot 

of those people of color in my personal life. And I wonder why, I often wonder why that is. Can 

you describe a situation where you became acutely aware of your race? 

 

Helmboldt: [13:31:49] Mm. I think I became most acutely aware of my own race. So, after I left 

teaching, I went into business for myself but also substitute-taught for a while there, for some 

years, to help bridge the gap and pay the rent. And the district that I had taught in was sort of 

the—on the suburban outskirts of town, and was almost entirely white. But when I started 

subbing, I started getting into the inner city more, and subbing in districts that were more diverse 

or even—at that time, all of the districts except one were pretty much white. And to get into the 

central Battle Creek public school district, and start subbing there, meant standing in front of a 

class of students that, you know, was maybe half-white, half-black, maybe mostly black 

depending on the class. Which was the first time, for me, of having to really face the fact that my 

race was different than other people’s races, and that meant something when I was going to stand 

in front of them and have some kind of relationship, whether that was teacher-student, or “I’m 

helping you today,” whatever that was. That really started to drive home, for me, what being 

racially different from each other meant.  
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Q: And how did you respond to that feeling? What did you do? How did you process it or change 

your behavior, what — 

 

Helmboldt: [13:33:42] I responded to that, mostly, by being really nervous all the time, that I 

was messing up or that people would think I was out of place, or that I was bad at what I was 

doing. So then my response to that was to kind of lean into that and realize, yeah, you’ve got to 

keep coming back in here. And this is what it means.   

 

Q: Can you describe any situation that you might remember that you were treated positive or 

negatively, differently because you were white?  

 

Helmboldt: [13:34:40] I can’t recall being aware, in the moment, of a time when I was treated 

better or worse for being white. And yet I say that, knowing that being white carries with it 

privileges that all of the moments that add up to my life were—that’s an accumulation of 

moments in which I was handed privileges that nonwhite people haven’t been. So I realize that, 

when I first ran for local office, so we have ward—in our system in Battle Creek, we have at-

large commissioners and we have ward commissioners, and I ran as an at-large commissioner; 

I’m still an at-large commissioner. And so that means campaigning all over town. And I’m pretty 

certain that my experience campaigning in the purely-white parts of town was different than 

black candidates’ experience trying to campaign in those same parts of town. Yeah. I can walk 

up to, pretty much, any door and be accepted there. You know, not treated with suspicion, you 

know. I can blend in there because I’m white. A person of color would almost certainly have a 

different experience. You know, not at every door but enough of them to matter.  
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Q: On a similar line, can you point to any benefits that you get from being white?  

 

Helmboldt: [13:36:35] So the benefits I have of being white, the privilege of being white in 

America. Like, so this is where things get hard to talk about, right? Because mostly, white people 

don’t feel like they have any particular benefit. You have to think of it, sort of, in reverse. If 

there are people in America who are disadvantaged, then, and that’s not me, then by definition I 

have to be advantaged in some way, or many ways. So if we know, for instance, that white 

people in power. Let’s say, for instance, white police officers have some sort of bias, even some 

sort of implicit bias that they might not be aware of, against people of color. Or somehow they’re 

more scared of people of color than they are of white people. Well, if I’m in a situation with 

them, then I have the benefit of a positive bias towards me. That benefits me.  

 

Things like that, where we walk through and interact with government, or interact with any kind 

of system or power structure in America, my race is, traditionally, the one that’s perceived more 

positively than the others. And, obviously, that benefits me in every situation that I step into.  

 

Q: Isn’t it kind of odd that we, like, you know, that we have these, this knowledge, right? That 

we have this knowledge of benefit, or we have this knowledge. But not being able to actually 

identify the moment or feel it in the moment? Isn’t that kind of, like, an odd construct? 

 

Helmboldt: [13:38:34] So there is a bit of oddness to that construct, where sitting here thinking 

about it and talking about it, I can describe it to you. But being in the moment, it can be invisible 
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to me, or invisible to us. And that’s part of what makes this challenging conversation for 

Americans to have is, oh wait a minute, everything I have, I got because I did something positive 

to earn it. Well, which can be true. But you did those things, already standing on a mountain that 

was built for you. That because of your race, you’ve been placed on this mountain that’s built on 

hundreds of years of American history that’s based on putting other people down so that we 

could be there.  

 

Q: It’s really fascinating, that.  The other thing is, my understanding, you play in a band in a 

church, right? Can you tell me a little bit about your religious belief and practice?  

 

Helmboldt: [13:39:48] So my religious practices and beliefs. So I got involved in a church a few 

years ago, sort of through some friendships I made with other people. And in the social justice 

community and in Battle Creek, I guess, sort of befriended some pastors at a church, and through 

that, got involved in playing music at the church and attending services there regularly, mostly to 

play music [and?] to actually take part in the service. So it’s a Christian church, so that has 

baggage in and of itself. So, as many people would tell you, we are a Christian nation. [laughs]  

Or at least, certainly being white in America also, for the most part, means being white Christian 

in America.  

 

And, yes, we have religious freedom on paper from day one, but to sum that up the dominant 

culture in America has been Christianity. And Christianity’s older than America, so it has its 

own legacy of how it’s handled race and racism. You know, there’s been a lot of exploitation and 

colonialism, slavery. Those things that have subjugated one people to the benefit of another, 
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have, to a large extent, been justified by Christianity. So to also step into that legacy is a 

challenge.  And so there’s a, I think, a responsibility, on the part of Christians in this country, to 

be doing anti-racism work. Because it’s the right thing to do, it’s because I believe that any 

serious reading of the gospels would point you, or point a reasonable person, in that direction. 

And to honor, just as white Americans have to honor their place in how we got to where we are, 

certainly, Christians do, too. And so that’s another opportunity to step in and say, “OK, here’s 

how we’ve been getting this wrong and how we can get it right going forward.” 

 

Q: What’s the racial makeup of your congregation that you’re a part of? 

 

Helmboldt: [13:42:32] The racial makeup of my congregation at church is almost exclusively 

white. Or, almost— the racial makeup of my congregation at church is almost entirely white.  

 

Q: I know sort of the cliché line of the hour on Sunday between 11 and 12 is the most segregated 

hour of the day, but again, I also come back to this. And you’re someone that really thinks about 

this stuff a lot. You’ve done training, you bring it into your professional life. You think about it 

in a complex way, about your church. And then how does it make you feel, when you reflect and 

say, well, my church, then, is now—I’m an exclusively white church even though I believe that 

Christians should be working to deconstruct white supremacy or white privilege, and I have very 

few personal relationships with people of color. And, you know, how does that make you feel 

when you reflect on that? 
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Helmboldt: [13:43:45] So when I reflect on all these questions about race, and the things I think 

about, and how—what a role it plays in my community, and reflect, also, on my own personal 

life, and my family, and circle of friends, and the congregation at Church, and see that those 

spaces are almost completely white. There’s definitely some cognitive dissonance there, and I 

think you have to ask yourself, or I have to ask myself, why is that? Or maybe not why is that, 

but what does that mean? And, to some extent, it means I have been living in a familial, kinship, 

congregational circle that comes from whiteness. So why wouldn’t it still be white? And I also 

think that diversity is a thing. Thinking about, you know, righting the racial wrongs of America, 

or Christianity, or whichever setting we want to put that in, doesn’t mean eradicating all 

difference or differences.  

 

But I think what it does mean is having to constantly think about what does a real honoring of 

diversity mean, and what does real inclusion mean? Do people have an opportunity to—a real 

opportunity—to be involved in whatever they want to be involved in? If a person of color came 

into my church, let’s say, and sat down for service, would they feel included? If I walked into a 

black church, would I feel included? I think that’s what it feels like we’re after, to me, as a better 

way of being.  

 

Q: Now is segregation always bad? Is it de facto bad that your church is all white, or de facto bad 

that your family group is mostly white? Yeah.  

 

Helmboldt: [13:46:52] So is segregation always a bad thing? Having white congregations and 

black congregations, or white neighborhood and black neighborhoods, even, always a de facto 
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bad thing? I don’t really know. I think that—that, you know questions like that are, that’s on the 

edge, I think, of our national and communal conversation of race. Because we don’t know 

anything else. So another way to ask that question would be, “ To what extent is it OK for people 

to remain in their kinship groups for their own personal family, church, worship, you know?” 

And I don’t think many people would disagree that it’s OK to have kinship groups. And 

certainly, there would be mingling and overlapping within those, but generally kinship groups, I 

think, are going to exist.  

 

But the question becomes, what is the relationship between them? Do they value each other, 

have we ordered our society, and our communities, in a way that a particular kinship group is 

dominating another, or subjugating another? Clearly we have, in America. So what would it look 

like, and I think this is, again, this is one of the big questions for us, as Americans going forward, 

is, “What would it look like to still have kinship groups but exist in a way where we truly 

honored each other and where, I could come into your group and be accepted by it?”  Where we, 

the power structures, and the financial structures, and the educational structures, and all the 

systems that make them work are fully available to everyone, no matter what kinship group 

you’re in. That’s the stuff we have to figure out because, clearly, we’re not there yet.  

 

Q: Because it’s funny to me, you talk about your congregation, where it comes from. Is white 

American culture different from black American culture?  

 

Helmboldt: [13:49:23] Is white American culture different from black American culture? Of 

course it is. It was set up that way, you know. Starting from a place where black Americans were 
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slaves, it’s why they were—speaking generally, that’s why black people were here, to be slaves 

for white people. So, coming out of that, of course the culture is different.  

 

Q: And so are there any sort of, like, defining things, like we would say, “This is white culture”? 

Like maybe, you know, “This is white culture in Battle Creek,” or how is white—people, 

because people often talk about black culture and I think that, what is white culture? 

 

Helmboldt: [13:50:24] What is white culture? White culture, and particularly white American 

culture, I think, is rooted in hierarchy. The need for society and communities to be ordered in a 

hierarchical way. Where there are people above and people below, which is different than some 

people in charge and some people following, or there’s leading and following. There can be 

leading and following without there being a hierarchy, where there are the haves and the have-

nots. And in America, that has meant not just have and have-not, but the haves used the have-

nots to get what they have. So, you know, being white and that culture of whiteness in America 

depends largely on that, the idea that, in order for this all to run, one person has to be subjugated 

to another. That’s the way that America has been ordered since its beginning. And I think that 

idea, that hierarchy, this sort of—“the logic of dominance,” I’ve heard it said in my church a few 

weeks ago by a guest preacher we had, this logic of dominance, where things have to be right 

and wrong, top-bottom, left-right, male-female, these binaries that, in some ways, exist but don’t 

have to exist in every case. Like, whiteness, white culture in America is based on largely on that 

idea.  
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Q: I mean, is some sort of, like, a hybrid monoculture the ideal that we should be aspiring to, or 

is it acceptance of all cultures? And this is one that, I’m also trying to sort of understand, as 

people talk about the need for change. But it’s the change to what? What is the thing that we’re 

trying to move towards? 

 

Helmboldt: [13:52:35] I think the thing we’re trying to move towards is, is inclusion. Where we 

have communities, and a country where everyone who lives here feels fully included in the day-

to-day life of their community, feels fully included in the education system, feels like their kid is 

going to be as included as my kid. That we come to a place where eventually you can’t 

statistically predict people’s outcomes based on their race.  

 

Q: But does the word “included” sort of have the connotation that there’s an existing structure to 

bring people in rather than, if they’re coming in, doesn’t that then transform it into something 

else? I don’t know, maybe I’m not being clear, but this idea that—this is what I mean about 

changing towards what. Does that mean giving more access to people of color in the existing 

white power structure, or whatever it is, or—and that’s what I’m trying to understand, is that 

should there be an erasure of whiteness and an erasure of blackness? And an erasure of Latino-

ness, like, what are we actually, when there’s so much talk around this. And what is the thing 

that we want to move towards as Americans?  

 

Helmboldt: [13:54:20] So, I guess, in thinking more about what we’re trying to move toward as 

Americans. So one way to ask that question would be, are we trying to move toward a raceless 

society, where whiteness doesn’t exist anymore and blackness doesn’t exist, and race is no 
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longer a thing? I think that’s, it’s challenging because the history of racism will always be a 

thing, so I don’t know that we can ever think about not coming to a time when I’m not white any 

more. And yet we have to change the way our systems work, away from ways that benefit 

whiteness to the detriment of non-whiteness. And does that mean, for instance, do we just have 

to work to give greater political whiteness to nonwhites, for instance?  

 

Well that would be a first step, but maybe that’s not sufficient. Maybe the fundamental way 

we’ve constructed our democracy is never going to get us to this place that we’re trying to define 

here today, together. Maybe, through this process of talking about this with each other, we come 

to understand that different structures have to be built, that Robert’s rules of order isn’t the only 

way to run the meeting, or to give people a fair chance at being heard at a meeting. And I think 

we have to be at least willing to put all that stuff on the table and say, “Is this going to get us 

where we want to be?” Because if’s it not, then we need to make up other stuff. We need new 

kinds of systems.  

 

Q: We have a little time, but I just want to cover a couple more things. One is, one of the reasons 

why we came to Michigan in our first stop, here, is because it was a state that had flipped in the 

election from going for Obama for twice to voting for Trump. And can you talk a little bit, as 

someone who’s, you know, as a native of the state and things, what do you think the—clearly 

race was a big piece of the conversation during the election, both explicitly and implicitly. What 

do you think was driving the over—number—or I should say, actually I don’t want it just to be 

assumed, “Oh, it’s race,” but what do you think was driving the overwhelming numbers of white 

Michiganites that voted for Trump in the last election? Did race have anything to do with it?  
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Helmboldt: [13:57:31] So, did race.  

 

Q: And I’m not looking for someone like you being a political pundit. I’m just trying to be 

somebody who lives in this universe, thinking about it, and sort of—I don’t know if you were 

surprised at the outcome, maybe not because you live here and you were like, “This was coming 

and everybody should get ready for it.” 

 

Helmboldt: [13:57:57] So, our last national election. Michigan was a state that flipped from blue 

to red in the presidential election. And, obviously, it was an election that was just steeped in 

racism, and racial overtones, to the way that the candidates talked about people, and talked about 

Americans. So, when you look at a place like Michigan that flipped, that supported Obama but 

then flipped to support a candidate like Trump, who, clearly and obviously, used racism, pro-

white racism to his advantage in the election, I think that has a lot of people scratching their 

heads. I think how could these people who have—who voted for Obama turn around and voted 

for someone who’s clearly so heavily steeped in racism as Trump is? 

 

And so, obviously, there have to be voters who were willing to excuse, or set aside, the racist 

aspects of Trump’s campaign. To set that stuff aside, to vote for him for other reasons. And here, 

you can get into political punditry and look at what those reasons—I think, generally speaking, 

you could say economic issues about, “Hey, I’m trusting this guy to get stuff done, I don’t trust 

Hillary Clinton to get stuff done.” And I think most of it takes various forms of that argument.  
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But I think it really underscores the need to have these kinds of racial conversations. What does 

that mean? Like, what does it mean that you, you know, voter Smith, can say, “Yeah, I know 

he’s saying all that stuff but really, eh, he’s going to get this other stuff done.” Well, wow, what 

does that mean, that you’re willing to excuse that? You know, that’s, certainly, part of the long 

way we have to go in America. Like, we have to stop excusing that or we’re never going to get—

get to any place we want to be, in terms of equity.  

 

Q: Just a couple, two more, a couple questions. One, are you happy you’re white?  

 

Helmboldt: [14:00:44] Am I happy I’m white? I’m happy I’m me. I’m happy to be in Battle 

Creek, trying to understand what being white means, and to have people around me that are 

helping me do that. And being in it together. I can’t. Am I happy I’m white. I guess I don’t 

even—I guess we talked about what it meant to be white. I think that’s an impossible question to 

answer, and I’m not, there’s things about whiteness that I’m not happy exist. Is it my fault I’m 

white? No, I didn’t have any control of being born white. So, I’m happy to have the opportunity 

to do better as a white person.  

 

Q: Thank you. We’re going to do a couple things, I’m going to take some, just, stills. So what 

that means is, so just look at me. This is going to be the weird part. This will be the weirdest part 

of the whole conversation. Just look at me and relax your face.  

 

Helmboldt: [14:02:08] OK.  
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Q: Now can you give me a smile? That’s even the weirder part. And relax your face again. And 

smile. [unclear] your face. That’s great. Thank you. Thank you— 

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 


