
 

 

 

 

COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY STUDY ON WHITE PEOPLE 

The Reminiscences of 

Barbie Hillman 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

INCITE 

Columbia University 

2017



 

 

 

PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Barbie Hillman 

conducted by Whitney Dow on September 30th, 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. 



 

 

Crew: [02:24:23] Camera speeding.  

 

Q: [02:24:24] OK. First of all, can you tell me your name— 

 

Hillman: [02:24:25] My name— 

 

Q: [02:24:26] —your name, where you’re from, what you do, and a little about yourself?  

 

Hillman: [02:24:27] My name is Barbie Hillman. I am from Battle Creek, Michigan, and I work 

as a staff accountant for a CPA firm. I have been in a relationship for the last six-and-a-half years 

but not married. I live with my mom and my boyfriend and my two children, who are fifteen—

almost fifteen and seventeen. 

 

Q: [02:24:36] An accountant at an accounting firm, a staff [unclear], that’s an accountant’s 

accountant. That’s, like, double accountant, right? 

 

Hillman: [02:24:39] Basically, what that means is that I do accounting, but I’m not a CPA, 

[laughs] not yet at least.  
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Q: [02:24:43] Got it. Got it. What was it like growing up in Battle Creek? 

 

Hillman: [02:24:45] Actually, I did not grow up in the city, outside of in a small town in Athens, 

which was a lower class, maybe to middle, farming community, and it was very rural. We lived 

amongst cornfields, and the school was small. Everybody knew each other, so that’s what Athens 

was like. 

 

Q: [02:24:57] Well, tell me a little about your childhood growing up and the communities you 

were in. What were they like? Were they homogeneous? Were they diverse? Tell me a little 

about your family and what your family was like. 

 

Hillman: [02:25:03] My family, we’re all white, but it was my parents, myself, and my five 

brothers. The entire community was white. I could probably name the only African American 

people in my community, and there are two. That’s it, so everyone was pretty much the same. 

 

Q: [02:25:12] Do you remember when you first started to become aware of your own race? 

 

Hillman: [02:25:14] It was probably in first or second grade when I met Sonya. She was the first 

African American girl that I met. 

 

Q: [02:25:17] Can you put my question into your answer?  
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Hillman: [02:25:18] I’m sorry. The first time I became aware of my race was when I met Sonya. 

It was probably first or second grade. She came to Athens.  

 

Q: [02:25:23] We’re going to let this motorcycle go by. [pauses] Tell me a little about Sonya. 

 

Hillman: [02:25:28] I don’t remember a whole lot because it was first, second grade, and I have a 

horrible memory, but from what I remember, she was accepted. She was one of my good friends, 

and we spent a lot of time together, her and her sister and myself, so there was never mentioned 

any difference between herself and myself.  

 

Q: [02:25:40] And right now in your life, how often do you think about your own race now? 

 

Hillman: [02:25:42] I don’t think about race in my own life right now. I more identify as female. 

I think of things in terms of gender as opposed to white and nonwhite.  

 

Q: [02:25:47] Do you think that your gender has had a bigger influence on your life than your 

race? 

 

Hillman: [02:25:51] Yes, I do. I think that my gender has had a bigger impact than race. 

 

Q: [02:25:53] And in what way has gender impacted your life? 
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Hillman: [02:25:56] Gender has impacted my life in a lot of ways, mostly in terms of growing up 

in what’s been coined rape culture now, always having to have one of my brothers with me at 

night, or they always had to escort me someplace because I was a girl, so the rules were different 

for me. So that was always differentiated for me, growing up. 

 

Q: [02:26:06] Why do you think that your race isn’t really an issue? Why do you think you don’t 

think about your race? 

 

Hillman: [02:26:09] I haven’t had to. I haven’t had to think about race because—I guess that’s 

part of being in a place of privilege. You don’t run into those barriers. I do as a woman but not in 

a racial way.  

 

Q: [02:26:16] And do you think that you’ve gotten benefits from being white? 

 

Hillman: [02:26:19] Yes. I think I have gotten benefits from being white. Even in terms of 

college, getting jobs, I think it has benefited me.  

 

Q: [02:26:25] And when you talk about being white, what is it that makes someone white, do 

you think? 

 

Hillman: [02:26:30] What makes someone white? What I find makes people white is, I mean, 

clearly the color of their skin but also their identity, certain traditions or maybe lack thereof. For 

instance, I work with a lady who is half-Puerto Rican, and, to look at her, she looks white. But to 
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hear her talk, you can clearly see she’s Puerto Rican because of the way she talks about her 

family and the way she talks about her ethnicity and her traditions. It’s clear that that’s how she 

identifies.  

 

Q: [02:26:47] What do you think makes you white? 

 

Hillman: [02:26:49] I don’t know what makes me white other than the color of my skin. I guess I 

never thought of—whiteness was always just an “other” thing. There were people who were 

Hispanic, African American, and then there was just this other category of white, the dominant 

people. I guess you don’t think about it when you’re in a majority, when it’s the same face you 

see everywhere. 

 

Q: [02:26:59] Do you think that there’s a white—like, if you talk about how there’s—you talked 

about this woman—Puerto Rican culture. There’s black culture. Is there a white culture? 

 

Hillman: [02:27:04] I think in areas there are. I don’t know if there’s a white culture here per se, 

but I would think, watching the news, there’s a very Southern white culture. 

 

Q: [02:27:12] So you would say there’s not a white culture in Michigan, in western Michigan, 

southwestern Michigan, is what you’re saying, but you just said earlier that it’s the dominant 

culture. So what is it that’s dominant? 
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Hillman: [02:27:21] That’s a really good question. What’s dominant about white culture? I don’t 

know how to articulate it. Maybe it’s because I’ve lived in it so long it’s just second nature. I 

don’t know. I don’t know how to articulate the dominant white culture. 

 

Q: [02:27:30] In your mind’s eye, when you think of when someone says, “Oh, he or she is from 

southwest Michigan,” what do you see in your mind’s eye? 

 

Hillman: [02:27:35] Someone from southwest Michigan, I think more factory, blue-collar, 

maybe redneck, per se, for lack of a better word. That’s more of what I picture. 

 

Q: [02:27:41]And are they white? 

 

Hillman: [02:27:42] Yes, in this picture they are white. [laughs] Thanks for the nudge. [laughs] 

 

Q: [02:27:46] I’m not trying to, like, steer you. I’m just trying to understand because one of the 

things that we talked about is that when we talk about race we talk about black people. When we 

talk about race, we talk about Latino people. When we talk about race, we talk about Asian 

people, but when we talk about race we don’t really talk about white people. 

 

Hillman: [02:27:52] No. 

 

Q: [02:27:53] And, for me, as a white person, that’s sort of interesting. Why don’t you think we 

think about white people as a race? 
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Hillman: [02:27:58] Do you think it’s just a given, I mean, that because we are the majority we 

can’t be bothered with thinking about those things because we just are? I don’t know.  

 

Q: [02:28:03] And what about your family growing up? Was race ever discussed in your family 

and with your parents and their views on race? 

 

Hillman: [02:28:07] Race, per se, was not discussed in my family, but I do remember my parents 

talking about other people—let me give a little background. My father was heavily into 

motorcycles. He loved to ride motorcycles. He belonged to motorcycle clubs, and he felt that he 

was called by God to be more of an evangelist to the Hell’s Angels type of biker clubs. His 

attitude was always that of love and acceptance towards people who were different or other even 

though it wasn’t framed in the terms of race. It was frame as accepting and loving other people 

and not judging them based on what’s on the outside, so that message was loud and clear.  

 

Q: [02:28:29] And so is that something that you sort of internalized in how you think about the 

world and how you think about people? 

 

Hillman: [02:28:31] I definitely internalized that attitude. Yes. 

 

Q: [02:28:33] Both your brother and your mother talked about a story that had a real impact on 

them, and I [was wondering about?] how you processed this, your father losing his job at—I 

think it was Kellogg or Post. Does that story sound familiar to you? 
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Hillman: [02:28:42] Him losing his job, if it was a factory in this area, it was probably Lotte, the 

gum factory that used to be out at the fort. That’s the only one that I can remember because he 

never worked for Kellogg or Post.  

 

Q: [02:28:46] So do you remember that story, what was surrounding it? Maybe you were too 

young. 

 

Hillman: [02:28:50] If it’s the one I’m thinking of, I may have heard bits and pieces of it, that he 

felt someone of a different race was given the job before him. And I do remember hearing bits 

and pieces, but, being one of the youngest, I don’t remember things that my older brothers would 

remember. 

 

Q: [02:28:59] Now, you said you have privilege as white. Did you feel privilege growing up? 

 

Hillman: [02:29:03] No, because we were poor. I did not feel privilege. [laughs]  

 

Crew: [02:29:04] [unclear] for this. [pauses] 

 

Q: [02:29:06] [motorcycle sound in background] One of your father’s friends is going by again. 

[pauses] So talk to me a little about the relationship between the intersection of, as you termed it, 

privilege, white privilege, and being poor. When you were growing up, I asked you, “Did you 

feel privileged?” You said, “No, because we were poor.” Can you talk a little bit about that 
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journey from being, “Oh, I feel poor and unprivileged,” to sitting here today and—I don’t know 

if it’s just because you’re talking to me—saying, “Oh, yes, I feel that I’m white and I have 

privilege?” 

 

Hillman: [02:29:21] The evolution of that journey from being poor and unprivileged to feeling 

that my whiteness has benefited me, it started when I got into college because growing up in 

Athens we were one of the poorest families, and it was a struggle. So that was our disadvantage, 

was the poorness. But when I was able to, you know, obtain grants and go to college, it was a 

whole different picture because now I met other people who were very different from me. And in 

the progression of my career and my education and moving into the city, that’s when I realized 

that there are different levels of privilege, that even though I was poor at this point that, suddenly 

going into a bigger city and being surrounded by a more diverse population, it kind of put me in 

a different position. 

 

Q: [02:29:49] Well, that’s one thing that I’m interested in, is that, someone like you who has 

grown up poor, worked hard, gotten into college, gotten grants, built a life, had children, now, 

you know, you’re employed as an accountant. It sounds like you’re trying to become a CPA, 

that’s the next step. What is your relationship—as someone who has sort of built everything from 

the ground up, what is your relationship to—do you have any relationship to the past and the fact 

that our country, everybody would agree, has, between slavery and Jim Crow laws and sort of 

structural racism—do we have a relationship, those sitting here in 2017, to our American history, 

and does that relate to us as someone who has built our own lives? And it sounds like you’ve 

built your own life out of a very tough situation. 
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Hillman: [02:30:15] Let me make sure I understand the question. Sorry, repeat that. 

 

Q: [02:30:18] Do we have an obligation— 

 

Hillman: [02:30:19] An obligation, that’s the word. 

 

Q: [02:30:20] —do we have an obligation to black Americans because of the past even though 

the trajectory of our lives didn’t necessarily intersect with those things in a very clear way? 

 

Hillman: [02:30:25] I do believe we have an obligations to African Americans and minorities, 

yes, because of the institutions that we built right from the beginning, because I do not believe 

you can begin a nation on the backs of slaves and 250 years later say it doesn't exist anymore. 

Has it improved? Yes. God, yes, it has improved, but is it gone? No, no, it’s not. So, yes, I think 

we are obligated to somehow fix what we broke a long time ago. [laughs] 

 

Q: [02:30:38] And, obviously, I’m not expecting you to have an answer, but what are those 

obligations personally? I know the obligations of communities or governmental—those are the 

big questions I don’t really understand, but I always try to navigate, if you feel that, what do you 

feel your obligation is personally, recognizing that. How do you then act on that? 

 

Hillman: [02:30:47] I feel my obligation, first and foremost, is to my children, to teach them 

differently, to help them understand that they are no better, that they are on equal footing and 
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should always treat people as equally and as fairly as humanly possible. I think the other 

obligation would be some involvement, involvement in my community, whether it be an 

organization like Black Lives Matter or whether it’s attending the Hispanic festival that they’re 

doing, but, I mean, participating in those things to show solidarity with them, that when those 

events occur it’s not just them hanging out with each other, that there are a lot of people in this 

community that support them. 

 

Q: [02:31:10] Is this community prepared or ready to have a conversation about whiteness? Do 

you think it’s open to talking about whiteness and as what you’ve described, sort of the wages of 

structural racism? 

 

Hillman: [02:31:18] I think there’s a part of Battle Creek that’s ready for this conversation, but 

not most of it, not most of it. Just a wild guess, and I have no backing for this, but I’d say 

probably like a third would be open and willing to the conversation. But, given how blue-collar 

and redneck this town is, I don’t think that conversation is going to happen. Maybe that’s really 

shitty of me to say about my own community, but there it is. [laughs] 

 

Q: [02:31:32] What do you like about this community the most? 

 

Hillman: [02:31:37] What I like about this community has very little—I guess I shouldn’t say it 

has little to do with the people because through my job I do come into contact with a lot of 

different people in the business community, and one of our clients is the Southwest Michigan 

Urban League. And it’s been wonderful working with them and being able to be a part of their 
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organization, I mean, even though we’re hired. But, still, to be able to be a part of that in some 

way is nice, but I really can’t say I love this community. I really can’t say that. There are some 

things that are OK about it, but it was never my intention to stay here, [laughs] but I got stuck 

because of family commitments. 

 

Q: [02:31:58] And what are the things you don’t like about the community? 

 

Hillman: [02:32:00] I don’t like how blue-collar it is. I don’t like how divided by race it is. The 

neighborhood I live in is predominately black and Hispanic, and no matter where I go, as soon as 

I say, “Well, I live in the Post Addition,” “Oh, that’s a bad neighborhood. I’m surprised you 

haven’t gotten shot yet.” I mean, it’s just unreal the attitude towards this, like, five-block area, 

and I’m like, “My parents have lived here for fifteen years. I’ve been living here for five or six. 

OK, yes, so there was a dead body a block down the street because somebody got shot, but it’s 

not a bad neighborhood because of the race.” [laughs] It’s a bad neighborhood because people 

fight. The guy got shot because he and some other guy were arguing over a girl, and all three of 

them were white, so I don’t want to hear that it was a race thing. [laughs] But, no, it’s— 

 

Q: [02:32:24] Do you feel connected to white culture? Do you feel like there’s a white culture 

that you are connected with? 

 

Hillman: [02:32:27] No. No, there’s not a part of white culture that I feel connected with because 

the most I learn about white culture and how it’s evolved, and starting with us coming over here 

and the idea of Manifest Destiny and the doctrine of discovery and how those attitudes are still 
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here, that we’re somehow special and we’re somehow preordained or predetermined to be the 

greatest country on the planet and be the beacon on a hill. I mean, it’s just—to me that’s silly. 

We’re just a country like every other country.  

 

Q: [02:32:44] So what do you hang your hat on? What do you connect to when you think about 

yourself in the context of your community? You don’t connect, really, with Battle Creek. You 

feel uncomfortable with white culture. Where do you take that as you try to sort of build an 

identity and sort of a platform of relationships between you and your family? 

 

Hillman: [02:32:53] I have no idea where I find identity. I might have to talk it through to kind of 

articulate it better, but I feel more connected to minorities only because of growing up poor and 

being a woman. So I feel more affinity towards them not because I understand—I mean, I 

understand some, but I was never enslaved. You know, so there is some affinity there because 

there is some commonality, but I have no idea where I derive my identity. 

 

Crew: [02:33:09] [unclear] of that line. 

 

Q: [02:33:12] Again, now that you’ve sort of articulated that you don’t feel connected to it, are 

you attached to your whiteness? Are you attached to being white? 

 

Hillman: [02:33:17] I’m not attached to being white. No. Half the time I wish I wasn’t. [laughs] 
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Q: [02:33:20] That’s so strange to hear from somebody who says that you don’t really think 

about your race that much, because it also sounds like you’re conflicted with it. 

 

Hillman: [02:33:23] I’m very conflicted about race because I know, conceptually, there’s this 

privilege, but the more I learn about the history—and the reason why this is so fresh in my mind 

is because my boyfriend is working on his master’s in, I think, counseling or human services, 

and he is going through a course right now, and it’s about race. Well, I’ve been doing a lot of the 

reading with him, and is there really anything positive about being white? I’m not sure anymore. 

[laughs] So, yes, I’m very conflicted about it. I am. 

 

Q: [02:33:41] Would you give up your whiteness if, let’s say, just arbitrarily, you went out one 

door, and it was a fifty-fifty chance of you being changed to black. You could out another door 

that would just keep you white. Would you take the chance of going through that door? Would 

you choose to go? Which one?  

 

Hillman: [02:33:48] I would give up my whiteness so long as I didn’t have to give up being a 

woman.  

 

Q: [02:33:52] Yes, no, it’s a strange thing. That’s what I’m just—that, again, as you dig into 

this—where do you go with it? It seems like a part of digging into your white identity is 

navigating loss or being unmoored from who you thought you were, and how do you navigate 

that? 
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Hillman: [02:34:05] The only way I’d know to navigate the unmooring of identity is to find a 

way to rebuild it some way. I’m not sure how to answer that. 

 

Q: [02:34:12] I mean, obviously, we’re, like, two people sitting in an abandoned storefront. If we 

could solve it, we’d be in a much fancier place, but I think a lot about my own culture and how I 

grew up and my relationship to it, and how I have to develop new ways to think about it because 

it’s who I am. I don’t want to pretend I’m someone I’m not, and when you say we’re going to 

rebuild it, rebuilt it as what? What is the thing we’re building if we’re deconstructing who we 

are?  

 

Hillman: [02:34:27] In order to rebuild, I think we have to fix the assumptions that society is run 

on. And the reason I say this is, in the reading that my boyfriend had to do, one of the papers was 

describing the basic assumptions that this country is founded on, that it was founded on the 

acquisition of power and goods, that that’s the whole basis of society. That’s what we’re told. 

That’s the message, but the rest of the assumption is that they’re finite, and we can’t share them 

equally. These are the assumptions. If those are the assumptions, and assuming that this person is 

accurate, we’re talking a lot of rebuilding. It’s not just government institutions. I mean, it’s a 

whole basis of thought in a society that there has to be a winner and there has to be a loser. And 

if that’s the attitude, then we’re just going to have a different dominant race or a different 

dominant power structure if that’s the continuing assumption of society, and maybe that’s 

inherent in capitalism. I don’t know.  

 

Q: [02:35:02] This is the anti-capitalist CPA. 
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Hillman: [02:35:03] I don’t know. [laughs] That’s the thing, is I don’t know. I can point out all 

the problems, but I can’t find a solution, and I’ll talk myself in circles about it. 

 

Q: [02:35:08] No, but I see what you’re saying. What you’re saying is that it’s not a zero-sum 

game. There aren’t finite resources. Is that what you’re saying, that that’s a false assumption? 

 

Hillman: [02:35:16] I don’t know if that is a false assumption, but it’s an assumption that we 

have to move away from if we’re going to find some equality, that there has to be a move away 

from the individual to start thinking about a community and a society as a whole, because if you 

look at non-Western societies, they’re more community-oriented, some of the Eastern—I think—

I’m not sure if I’m pulling the right information, but some of the tribal communities. I guess 

that’s more of where I’m going, the tribal communities where the thought is about the 

community. The individual doesn’t matter as much. It’s about doing what’s best for the 

community. Now, I’m not advocating going back to arranged marriages and things like that 

because that’s good for the community. That’s not exactly what I’m advocating, but a little less 

focus on me and a little more focus on them may be good. 

 

Q: [02:35:42] Why did you want to speak to us today? What motivated you to speak to us today? 

 

Hillman: [02:35:45] What motivated me? [laughs] 

 

Q: [02:35:46] Yes, I mean why agree to do something like this? 
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Hillman: [02:35:49] I like the challenge of trying to think through things and piece my thoughts 

and opinions together, and I like to be able to exchange information and talk about new ideas. I 

don’t get that very often at all because it’s not exactly a topic anyone wants to discuss. [laughs] 

 

Q: [02:36:00] Isn’t someone always sitting on Michigan Ave who’s ready to talk about 

whiteness? [laughs] 

 

Hillman: [02:36:02] No. No, there is not. 

 

Q: [02:36:05] I’m sure you can talk to your brother about it. He seems to be a thoughtful fellow. 

 

Hillman: [02:36:06] I could talk to my brother about if he was not pursuing his PhD and have 

four children to take care of. There’s that. [laughs] 

 

Q: [02:36:11] Are you optimistic about the future? 

 

Hillman: [02:36:14] By my very nature, no, I am not optimistic, because I am a glass half-empty 

person. I am always pessimistic.  

 

Q: [02:36:18] Where do you feel like you’re— It sounds like this is sort of a new area that you’re 

sort of delving into. 
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Hillman: [02:36:21] Yes. 

 

Q: [02:36:23] Can you describe any sort of, like, aha moments that were sort of very worrying to 

you when you started down this road? 

 

Hillman: [02:36:27] I’m not sure I understand what you’re asking. 

 

Q: [02:36:28] I sort of feel like, for myself, I got through sort of stages where I think I 

understand something, and then something happens that kind of changes my perception of what I 

think about this. And it sounds like you’ve been doing a lot of reading. Have any of the readings 

had, really, a particular impact on you where you read something and you’re discussing it with 

your boyfriend and it kind of opens up your thought process on the subject? 

 

Hillman: [02:36:40] Interestingly enough, the thing that got me really thinking about it was just 

the introduction to the study, because until that initial interview I had never thought about it in 

depth because I had always associated my identity with gender. I never thought about it as much. 

So then, you know, I had the initial interview, so it got me thinking about it, and then Pat took 

this class. But the assumption that was described in that article or in that piece about the basic 

assumptions of this society, I had never thought about it before. And when it was described that 

way, it was like, “Hmm, they might be on to something.” You know? But I don’t want to just 

accept it just because I read one thing about it. I definitely want to read more, but it has been 

interesting these last few months, thinking about it more. 
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Q: [02:37:05] So the beginning was you reading the introduction to our study? 

 

Hillman: [02:37:06] Yes.  

 

Q: [02:37:07] [Interesting?]. And do you feel like that experience of reading that and everything 

you’ve done has had value to you? 

 

Hillman: [02:37:14] I do believe it has had value. Yes. I think any chance to learn more and to 

challenge my assumptions or, even if I didn’t have opinions about it, to get the information to be 

able to form one, I think it’s valuable just in and of itself. However—I’m going to go back to 

gender for just a minute. I remember Patrick Stewart was coming out against rape culture or 

something of that nature, and he basically said, “If the only people you’ll listen to are white men, 

then here’s the white man saying it to you.” If the only people to bring awareness to it are white 

people, then maybe we need to find some solidarity instead of just African Americans or other 

minorities speaking out. I kind of liken it to the NFL and all of the stuff going on there now, and 

now, instead of just African Americans taking the knee, you start seeing white players taking a 

knee in support of them. And in some people’s minds, that gives it more credibility.  

 

Q: [02:37:46] Well, I think that’s sort of part of sort of the structure of this, is that—this idea that 

it’s white people talking to white people about race. To try to create sort of a non-oppositional 

construct and discussion of it, perhaps you can get at something more complex. 
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Hillman: [02:37:55] But when you talk about it, don’t you ever just feel ashamed of it, how we 

got here and how we’ve treated other people? How can we do that? [laughs] I’m sorry, I’m not 

supposed to ask questions, am I?  

 

Q: [02:38:01] No, you can ask me questions. I mean, honestly, I think that I don’t feel ashamed 

for the way I was born. I feel responsible for the way I live my life, so I feel like the way I live 

my life and actually engaging in an honest, correct way has lifted a burden off of me because it 

has given me a feeling of agency that I didn’t have before. 

 

Hillman: [02:38:12] Maybe that’s where I'm at. I’m just now realizing the impact of it and—do 

you know what I mean? It’s like now I’m just starting to delve into it, and I’m in this—“Oh, 

man, it’s awful being white. We did awful things. How dare we?” And I haven’t come to that 

resolution of it yet. 

 

Q: [02:38:20] Well, and I wouldn’t say that I feel resolution, but what I do feel is that once you 

sort of—I think that it’s very easy to feel powerless in the face of this because it feels so big, so 

big, so overwhelming, and trying to sort of navigate your relationship to it. But what happens is, 

in my experience, as you become attuned to it, you actually see that it’s really empowering 

because you see opportunities to impact individual people in almost every interaction you have 

every day. And that lifts the confusion and the guilt because it’s just like you said. It’s really 

simple. It might be as simple as who you look at in a business meeting and how you address 

them. It might be as simple as where you stand in line at a store. You start seeing all the patterns 

unfold in front of you, and you see that you can actually impact them, and for me, it’s given me a 



  Hillman – Session 1– 23 
 

feeling of sort of agency that I didn’t have before. So, yes, I don't think that you’re responsible 

for the fact that you were born white. You’re responsible for how you live with that.  

 

Hillman: [02:38:56] But how I live with it is going to impact the future. You know what I mean? 

So if I choose to just brush it off and say it’s in the past, then nothing changes. 

 

Q: [02:39:00] But that’s not brushing it off in the past. If you’re actually taking action, you 

know, you can change rules. When there was, like, Brown v. Board of Education and it was 

mandated that there was school integration; the schools weren’t integrated. 

 

Hillman: [02:39:08] No. 

 

Q: [02:39:08] They weren’t integrated until people’s hearts started changing and people started 

taking action. It’s the same thing. That it’s not brushing it off in the past. I think it confers some 

obligation on you, but you can’t go back and change the past. You can only change how you 

behave in the future, and institutions are made up of people. They’re not just made up of bricks 

and mortar, and how they function is changed by how people feel and how they act on a day-to-

day basis. Does that give you any solace? 

 

Hillman: [02:39:26] I don’t know if it gives me solace, but I think it comes back to what we had 

discussed earlier about teaching my children differently, and that’s how you impact the next 

generation. If that’s the only thing I can do, that’s one step. That’s two more people in this 

society who will fight to make things better, so I don’t know. 



  Hillman – Session 1– 24 
 

 

Q: [02:39:38] Yes, you have to find your own path to that. Everybody’s path is different. Maybe 

your path isn’t going to Battle Creek and talking to people through a strange mirrored box for 

you know, two weeks? 

 

Hillman: [02:39:43] [laughs] Talking to a floating head? 

 

Q: [02:39:44] Yes, and talking to a floating— but we all have different paths on it. And the thing 

is that it can feel overwhelming, and it is about navigating loss and change, and it’s complicated. 

But the flipside is that what you get in return is so much greater than what you lose that, actually, 

it’s not even—there’s no comparison. 

 

Hillman: [02:39:58] I agree. It’s definitely worth continuing. I would not advocate not trying, but 

it is daunting to think of how big and how deep those issues go. And I don’t know if I can even 

begin to understand them. 

 

Q: [02:40:06] Well, you are beginning to understand them, but I think that things start 

somewhere. Things always start somewhere, and— 

 

Hillman: [02:40:10] True. 
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Q: [02:40:11] —but I recognize it’s very, very hard and complex and difficult, and that’s why we 

really appreciate that you would even come and talk about this on camera. It’s not an easy thing 

to do. Are your hands less sweaty now than they were before? 

 

Hillman: [02:40:20] A little less. Yes. 

 

Q: [02:40:21] Is the disembodied head scarier than embodied head? 

 

Hillman: [02:40:23] See, now, that would be much more comfortable, to actually talk to your 

face. [laughs] 

 

Q: [02:40:25] But the reason that we do this is that you’re really talking to other people. You’ll 

be talking to people, and the way we frame it is that you kind of look directly into people’s eyes 

and talk to them, and there’s something really—if we were talking like this, you would be 

looking away from the camera. 

 

Hillman: [02:40:31] I know. I understand the purpose of it, but— 

 

Q: [02:40:33] Just so you know, this is not like any other interview today. I’ve asked people 

questions, and they’ve talked. I’ve had more questions asked by you in this interview than all the 

other interviews combined. 
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Hillman: [02:40:38] Well, because I’m trying to figure it out, and I can’t let something go until 

I’ve put it in its proper place in my head and kind of compartmentalized it, you know? So I just 

have to keep mulling it over and mulling it over and asking questions and trying to figure it out 

until I can find some way of saying, “OK, this is where I’m at, and this is what I can do. This is 

what I can’t do, and this is the direction I'm going in.” But until then, I’ll sit in this spot until I 

figure it out. [laughs] See what you caused, all this angst and anxiety? 

 

Q: [02:40:55] You can blame Sam. He’s the one that put the survey out. 

 

Hillman: [02:40:57] He caught me at a moment of vulnerability, is what he did. He caught me at 

the bookstore, and that’s, like, my element. When I’m in the middle of a bookstore with a cup of 

coffee, I’ll talk about anything.  

 

Q: [02:41:04] Well, is there anything that you think is important to say here that we didn’t talk 

about? 

 

Hillman: [02:41:08] Not that I can think of. I don’t know what to say about it other than that 

something has to change, something. I don’t know what, but— 

 

Q: [02:41:13] It’s clear that this is creating a lot of anxiety in you. What is sort of the big thing 

that’s creating the anxiety? 
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Hillman: [02:41:22] Give me a minute. [pauses] The anxiety comes from knowing that there are 

other people out there who can’t get to where they need to be because—they said—the 

neighborhood I live in, and they say it around me, you know, people who can’t make ends meet. 

Their houses are falling apart. They’re wandering the streets at night. All of the kids are playing 

basketball down, you know—and then there are the cops, and to hear people say, “Well, you 

have the same opportunity as everybody else.” No, they don’t. No, they don’t. And the fact that 

people are made to suffer because somebody doesn’t want to admit there’s a problem and they’d 

rather just turn a blind eye to it. I mean, I see it on Facebook and on the news. We don’t have 

equal opportunity, and that’s what we were supposed to have. That’s what we’re told is that we 

have equal opportunity. But you can’t tell me that the people who are living in that neighborhood 

had the same opportunities as the ones that are living three miles away out by Lakeview schools 

or some of the other new housing developments and some of the people, their parents are making 

$300,000 at Kellogg’s. You can’t tell me they had the same opportunities. The quality of their 

schools is different, and they can’t just be bussed. How can they be bussed when there’s a single 

parent, and Mom is working two jobs, three jobs, or however many it takes, and she can’t make 

ends meet? It’s not like she can bus her kid to another school, and then the kid isn’t accountable, 

and the kid can’t get to school.  

 Don’t even get me started about healthcare. It shouldn’t be that way. There shouldn’t be 

people who have more and more and more and more and only care about themselves, you know? 

And with this whole healthcare bill that came through, I don’t like Rand Paul, but at least he 

helped kill it, not for the reasons I wanted, but he at least helped kill it, because his attitude is 

that it didn’t go far enough in cutting coverage. Are you kidding me? It’s like these people are 

suffering, whether they’re poor or they’re minorities, and nobody will do shit about it because 
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they’re too selfish. That’s what causes me anxiety, and I don’t want to see myself or my family 

or my neighborhood and my community and my children and my grandchildren someday suffer 

from it because politicians and people in power are more interested in keeping power than 

actually affecting real change for everybody, not just the people who put money in their 

campaign. 

 

Q: [02:42:43] Are you religious? 

 

Hillman: [02:42:44] No.  

 

Q: [02:42:45] There’s a lot of people who are religious in this community.  

 

Hillman: [02:42:46] There’s a church on every block almost. 

 

Q: [02:42:47] Well, I really appreciate you coming in and talking to us. It was really nice of you 

to come and be honest. I know that it wasn’t easy for you, and I appreciate you sitting and doing 

this. What we’re going to do now is take some stills of you. 

 

Hillman: [02:42:54] [laughs] Do I need to pose? 

 

Q: [02:42:55] Actually, could you put your cup down? 

 

Hillman: [02:42:56] I’ve got to give up the coffee? 
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Q: [02:42:57] No posing. This is the hardest part of the whole thing. You don’t have to smile. 

You have to just look relaxed. [laughs] [pauses] And just relax your face.  

 

Hillman: [02:43:07] Keep talking, and I won’t relax.  

 

Q: [02:43:08] [unclear]. I’ll look away. Just look at my hand. [pauses] Thank you.  

 

 

END OF INTERVIEW 

 
 
 
 
 
  
 


