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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Theodora Zoë S. 

Kimmel conducted by Whitney Dow on September 30, 2017. This interview is part of the Study 

on White People.  

 The reader is asked to bear in mind that they are reading a verbatim transcript of the 

spoken word, rather than written prose. 



 

 

Q: So, can you tell me your name, where you’re from, what you do, and a little bit about 

yourself? 

 

Kimmel: [00:50:06] My name is [Theodora] Zoë [Schneider] Kimmel. I was born and raised in 

Chicago. Born in ’49, so I lived in Chicago in the ’50s and ’60s, which was a pretty interesting 

time. Ended up getting married in ’68, and moving away from the city, and after several different 

locations, ended up Michigan where I’ve been ever since. So, at this point, I really consider 

Michigan home.  

 

I’m a teacher, a retired classroom teacher. I’ve done nonprofit work. Right now for the past ten, 

twelve years—time flies when you’re having fun—I’m the director of Christian education at a 

small church on the north side of Battle Creek, [Michigan]. And I live out in the country on a 

five-acre homestead, Nashville [Michigan] address, so the joke is it’s not the end of the world, 

but you can see it from there. Nashville, Michigan, is just a tiny little burg, and we don’t even 

live in the burg; we live in the country, so. When I’m not working on things for the job, we’d 

work on things related to our alpacas in our homestead. 

 

Q: So, you raise alpacas? 
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Kimmel: [00:50:35] We do, we do. Well, we have alpacas. We actually had no intention of 

breeding them and raising them. But we did—surprise—end up adopting one that turned out to 

be pregnant, so we do have a young one at this point. But mostly, they’re pets that live outdoors. 

[Laughs]  

 

Q: Can you tell me a little bit about your job? What does your job entail? What do you do? 

 

Kimmel: [00:50:50] Well, when I started, I was hired as predominantly for the youth, so it’s 

creating Sunday school programs, creating Vacation Bible School [VBS], teaching classes, 

helping other teachers with their teaching, so we schedule—we have a team that teaches. And 

like most of the mainline Protestant denominations, we have an aging congregation that’s 

diminishing in numbers. So, the number of children decreases, sort of ebbs and flows but mostly 

ebbs. So, starting last year, partly in response to that and partly in response to what was going on 

politically, we decided to start an adult Sunday school class to deal with current issues and that 

turned out to be really interesting. And so, a lot of my energy went into that. We’re just now 

kicking up the fall program again, so it’ll be continuing with the adult class and Sunday school 

for the kids when we have kids there. 

 

Q: Has faith been an important part of your life? Has it shaped your worldview? 

 

Kimmel: [00:51:17] It has. It— 

 

Q: And if you can put my question in? So say before that— 
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Kimmel: [00:51:19] You’re right. I’m sorry, I forgot. My parents did not participate in a church, 

so, as a child, if you ask me about my faith as a young child, I didn’t have a lot of experience. I 

have older siblings —had older siblings; one has since passed away— but my brother who is ten 

years my senior was involved in a church in our neighborhood, and he would drag me sort of 

kicking and screaming to go to Sunday school because I didn’t want to go.  

 

When I hit high school, faith finally really became personal for me, and it became very important 

to me. That being said, my participation in any faith community also ebbed and flowed. So, for a 

while during high school and college, I was very involved in a congregation and then I got 

married and had kids and life sort of got in the way, and I stepped back a little bit from direct 

involvement with a congregation. I don’t think faith became less important to me. I think I just 

experienced it in a different way and expressed it in a different way. And then I sort of came full 

circle and ended up in this position that I’m in now. And previous to that, I taught theology at the 

Catholic school here in Battle Creek for a few years. So, it became not only a personal journey, 

but an everyday part of your job, and thinking, and planning, and so forth, and so on. 

 

Q: Can you tell me a little bit what motivated you to get involved in this project? 

 

Kimmel: [00:51:59] Well, this project, to me, seems like a necessity, and I say that in the sense 

that all of my life because of where I grew up, and how I grew up, and my own personal quirks 

and beliefs, there have been a lot of things that didn’t fit for me. So, I grew up in Chicago. You 

know I mentioned earlier, I lived there during the ’50s and ’60s with all of the stuff going on 
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with racial issues, with political issues, with the Democratic convention, with Mayor [Richard J.] 

Daley senior—Mayor Daley was in charge. And so, we knew all of the stuff with, you know, 

greasing the palms of the aldermen and the jokes about dead people voting. So that was the 

environment I grew up in.  

 

[00:52:21] In my household, I had one parent who was staunch Democrat, one parent who was 

equally staunch Republican; although, I suspect she probably might have voted independent 

occasionally along the way. She was more open-minded than my father was. But I would look 

around at these things. I lived in a neighborhood that would have been considered a Jewish 

neighborhood, but we were right on the borderline between Irving Park and Albany Park in 

Chicago. So, the group that I spent the most time with and identified with the most was what we 

called the Jewish neighborhood. Interestingly, we never talked about whether they were German 

Jews, or Polish Jews, or you know? We just identified them by their faith.  

 

[00:52:39] So, I’m living in this household that is sort of pseudo-Christian—my maiden name 

was Schneider, so pretty clearly German roots there—in this Jewish neighborhood, and I could 

never figure out attitudes. You know, these were our friends, and neighbors, and people that my 

dad did business with and all that sort of thing, but within the doors of the household, he had 

very bigoted and judgmental attitudes. And at that point, we didn’t talk about immigrants. We 

talked about DPs [Displaced Persons], and he would have all of these comments about, “Well, 

they just come in here, and they buy up all the property, and they do this.” You know never was 

there a sense of, “Well, isn’t that a good way to get established? That you come in, you invest in 
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property, and you buy rental units, and you take care of them? I mean they were wonderful 

neighbors, but there was always this dichotomy it seemed like.  

 

And then I was in high school in Chicago when Chicago started the permissive transfer plan, 

which was their euphemistic title for trying to integrate the schools a little bit. So, in my, I want 

to say, sophomore year of high school, there were ten, I believe, handpicked African American 

students who were brought up from the Southside, which traditionally has been the more 

predominantly black side of the city. Brought up to our ninety-some percent Jewish population, 

white high school on the north side, and that was supposed to take care of stuff, something.  

 

And even at the time, we recognized how absurd that was. That these ten kids were brought out 

of their own neighborhood, away from their friends and their culture, and so forth and were 

dropped into ours. And a number of them, I mean, one of the guys was elected as our class 

president and even very well liked, but I don’t ever remember us processing with him what it felt 

like from his perspective. You know, we welcomed him into our world, but I don’t ever 

remember there being any serious conversation about what did it feel like from his perspective. 

 

And then, of course, being a teenager, I argued with my parents about choices that I wanted to 

make, which included wanting to go to an all-black dance on the Southside of the city, and my 

parents wouldn’t hear of it. You know so, there was always this, “Well, you tell me I’m 

supposed to respect people, and get to know them, and accept them, and take them one a time, 

not judge them as a group, and yet, that’s exactly what you’re doing.”  
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So, I sort grew up with that struggle, and yet I know at the same time—I didn’t have a name for 

it until I read Peggy McIntosh’s article about White Privilege: [Unpacking the Invisible 

Knapsack] but, I knew at the time that I could deal with it when I wanted to deal with it.  And 

then I could just put it on the shelf and ignore it when I didn’t want to have to wrestle with it. 

So… I mean clearly, white privilege was also a part of that upbringing. 

 

It breaks my heart now to look at what’s going on in the country. To listen to my friends of color, 

to feel like we’re going backwards when it felt like, okay, we fought this fight and we tried to fix 

this, and thought we had made more progress. So, there have been multiple times when I’ve had 

the opportunity to take a program or to participate in some conversation about racism, and I just 

feel like I need to step up. You know, if this is something I really believe in, I need to step up 

and say, “Okay, what’s my part in it?” And, yes, it may be uncomfortable and, yes, I may be sad 

and all that, but I can’t point a finger at anybody else if I’m not willing to put myself in the hot 

seat. 

 

Q: Can you tell a little bit of what it was like being in a house—you said your father was very 

judgmental and a lot of racist views, and how as a young girl, you processed that? And how it 

was that you became someone who had different views than your father? 

 

Kimmel: [00:54:39] How did I have different views than my father, and actually probably than 

my mother too. I think I’m hardwired to notice discrepancies. I think I’m a complete introvert 

even though I’ve made my living in extroverted roles. I’ve been a teacher, I’ve been a speaker, 

I’ve done PR [Public Relations] work. But for me, as a human being, I’m a complete introvert, 
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so I process things internally. I notice things around me. And as a child, the environment in our 

house was one that you could talk about anything as long as it was impersonal. So, we talked 

about politics, and we talked about things that were on the news, and we participated in all of 

that. We never talked about our own feelings about that. Now, when I say we, that excludes my 

dad because he got to say whatever he wanted to say, and the accepted rule was you just sort of 

shut up and listened.  

 

[00:55:11] But I’ve always also been stubborn, so it was like, this doesn’t make sense to me. I 

can’t believe it. I don’t know that I processed it. I’m not sure I processed it as a child. I think I 

just internalized it and determined that I didn’t have to follow that. That I could be different, that 

when I got out on my own, I was not going to follow that path.  

 

And it’s interesting that the most rebellious thing I did when I first got out of the house, when I 

graduated —and I lived at home when I took my first three years of college. But when I left 

home finally, the big thing that I was going to rebel with was I was going to have chocolate ice 

cream anytime I wanted. Because my dad didn’t like chocolate ice cream, which meant we 

couldn’t have it in the house. So, when I talk about rebelling, it’s not exactly radical rebellion. 

And yet, in terms of my values, it’s very different than my dad had. To be honest with you, there 

are many times when I would use him as a sort of litmus paper test and say, “Okay, if this really 

irritates my dad or if my dad really hates it, I may be on the right track.” [Laughs].  

 

[00:55:43] I mean there’s another part of the puzzle because he could be charming and loving. 

He was a very hard worker. You know, he provided for the family. The average person on the 
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street that he interacted with would tell you that he was very pleasant. But what he said within 

the household, and what he—I truly believed—felt within his heart was this very bigoted, 

judgmental attitude.  

 

[00:55:55] And I didn’t meet his mother. His mother and stepdad moved to California when I 

was an infant, so I didn’t really meet her until I was nine or ten years old. And after about the 

first ten minutes with her, I figured out where he got it from. He grew up in that kind of a house, 

that’s what he knew, and that’s what he accepted. And so, my way of processing it was probably 

really just to try and hold on until I could make different choices. 

 

Q: So, you got it. You grew up in that same environment, and it didn’t affect you. When you say 

your father got it from [unclear]. One of the things I’m interested in is sort of like how views and 

racial views are hereditary or not. And you say you, sort of, let’s say, “Oh I understand where he 

got it, grew up with that, with his mother.” But you grew up with a father like that, and you saw 

the world differently. What do you think made you see the world differently?  

 

Kimmel: [00:56:20] Part of it may have been my mother. Although she was pretty quiet about 

things, she was also pretty independent, so she—and I didn’t answer with your question.  

 

How did I grow up differently? My mom came from a rural community in southern Indiana. Her 

family farmed—her family still farms. She didn’t like that environment, so when she graduated 

from high school, she moved to Chicago—so from this tiny, little rural community in southern 

Indiana to Chicago—at a time when that was extremely rare for a woman to make that kind of a 
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move. And she always worked, helped support the household, but also part of it was because was 

she wanted to work. So, in her quiet way, she showed me a way to be independent. And she 

somehow knew how to balance apparently—they were married for over fifty years—knew how 

to balance her beliefs with my dad’s attitudes. I don’t know how she did it, to be honest with 

you. [Laughs] Sometimes, I don’t know how she did, but she did. So, I think part of it was my 

mother.  

 

I think part of it was probably the neighborhood we grew up in just because we were—I mean 

we were literally, physically on a dividing line. Because in Chicago the main streets, in some 

cases, split the neighborhoods. So, we lived down the south side of our street, but on the north 

side was the Jewish neighborhood and on the south side was the somewhat more Gentile 

neighborhood. You know, in those days in Chicago, you identified neighborhoods by ethnicity. 

So, there were Polish neighborhoods, and there were Greek neighborhoods, that kind of thing. In 

our neighborhood, it was predominantly German, but there were a few families of other 

ethnicities so that was always there.  

 

I think probably the time period. I mean if you think about just the ’50s and ’60s in general, it 

was pretty hard to not be aware of the fight for racial equality, of the issues with the politics of 

the rioting. I mean as a kid, the first time you see—and we watched the news. We watched the 

news, we read the newspaper, we talked about it as a family. So, the first time you had to try and 

figure out why would someone set their own neighborhood on fire, what does that mean?  
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As a college student, I had a couple of friends who came to my house after class—we were 

working on a project together—both were black gals, both lived on the Southside of the city. We 

went to school on the north side. So, they came and worked on this project, and during the time 

they were there, it was one of the times when rioting broke out on the Southside of the city. I 

begged them to stay overnight at my house because they were going to take public transportation 

home. We didn’t know what they were going into, and they said, “We can’t. This is our family. 

This is our home. We need to go. We need to be with them. We need to know what’s going on.” 

Honestly, when they left that night, I was afraid I might never see them again. So, I think, a lot of 

circumstances like that gave me the opportunity to have a wider world vision than my parents 

had. And also, I’m not going to say it stopped me from being complacent because there have 

been large periods of time in my life where I have been, but it made it more uncomfortable. It 

made me feel more responsibility. 

 

Q: Well, talk about you. How, when you think about your identity—you’re a wife, a mother, a 

teacher, faith based, race, you’re a woman. What’s the hierarchy of your identity as you sort of—

the value you put on the parts that make up who you are? 

 

Kimmel: [00:58:09] The hierarchy of my identity, hmm. I would suggest that I would have 

answered that differently at different times in my life. I didn’t ever really think about the fact that 

I was white until just in the last twenty or thirty years. I just was. And one of the things I think 

of, as a white person in this country, is the phrase, “of course”. “Of course”, I would be accepted. 

“Of course”, I would have the opportunity. I can walk into a bank and ask for a loan, and be 

given a reasonable opportunity. “Of course”, I can choose to dress the way I’m dressed today, 
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which is very comfortable for me and very much my personality. And somebody may look at it 

and think it’s a little quirky or you should dress up more, but they don’t judge an entire group of 

people based on that. So, I never really thought about it. 

 

As far as being a woman, I grew up in an age where there were no girls’ sports in schools, where 

we couldn’t wear pants to school. I mean this is in Chicago. This is a pretty urban, progressive 

kind of space. Even in high school if it was really cold and you wanted to wear slacks to keep 

your legs warm, you better be changed into a skirt before the homeroom bell rang or you would 

[have been] in trouble. So, I was always aware of that. I remember being aggravated sometimes 

that we couldn’t play sports: team sports—girls’ team sports. And the stupid captain ball game 

that was created by some man who hated women, I’m sure, was the only kind of basketball we 

could play. I remember being irritated about it, but I don’t ever remember really fighting against 

it. It just was.  

 

Later when I got married—I always wanted to be married, I actually wanted to have a big family; 

things didn’t turn out quite like that. But I’m a mom, I’m a grandma, I’m a great grandma now, 

I’m a stepmom and all those layers of that, and those are all important to me. But even with that, 

I think, the thing that is most important to me is how do I function as a human being. Can I be a 

decent human being? Yes, I want to be a good mom, but I don’t want to be a good mom by, you 

know, getting obnoxious with somebody else. I’ve always been who has said, “Yes, my kid 

would do that. My kid would try anything they could get away with.” I’ve never been the one 

who said, “Oh, my child wouldn’t do that.” Does that make me a not-so-good mama? I don’t 

think so. There might be people who did. So, I guess for the most part, I don’t think a whole lot. I 
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tend to not think of myself as fitting into boxes very well, so I sort of just don’t think about them. 

[Laughs]  

 

Q: How often do you think about your own race? 

 

Kimmel: [00:59:33] If it were not for seeing what happens to people of color, I suspect I would 

never think of my own race. When I see injustice around me, when I see patterns over, and over, 

and over, and over again, then I think about the fact that I’ve never had to deal with that. You 

know as a white female, were there things I couldn’t do? Sure, but I have never had to deal with 

that kind of thing. I have raised independent, sometimes mouthy kids. I didn’t ever worry about 

my son, or my stepson, or my grandsons who were old enough to be in that situation. Did I think 

they could get pulled over by the police? Absolutely. Did I think they might be foolish enough to 

get mouthy? Mhm. Did I worry about them being dead afterwards? No.  

 

When I see that kind of thing and I hear friends and family who are women of color talking 

about the things that they worry about, particularly their sons, things that they have needed to 

teach their children to survive, then I’m reminded of my whiteness.  

 

Q: Do you feel connected to white culture? This culture you talked about of like, the of course 

culture, or maybe it’s your church, or do you feel like you’re connected to a white culture? 
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Kimmel: [01:00:12] I’m absolutely connected to a white culture. I work in a church from a 

denominational standpoint, advocates for social justice, advocates for racial equality, advocates 

for all of those things. You come into church on Sunday morning; everybody’s white.  

 

We have one [black] family: a grandmother raising two granddaughters. The girls are now in 

college. Grandma and I have become friends. We have a wonderfully—comfortable isn’t the 

right word. We have a solid relationship where we can talk about race and we can just say things, 

and ask things, and joke about things in ways that I think are healthy for both of us. That 

sometimes other people go, um. But we’re good with it because we have that kind of a 

relationship.  

 

But, sad though it may be —she’s incredibly loved, she’s a deacon of the church—that family is 

essentially a token family. You know, it looks good on the annual report. But there have been 

any number of times when even as loved as she is, she has suggested ideas, “Why don’t we try 

this? Why don’t we do that,” some of which is informed by the black culture, and it’s not 

accepted. People are uncomfortable with it. It rocks the boat, and, God forbid you should rock 

the boat on a Sunday morning in a Protestant church. And I’m being a little sarcastic, but there’s 

a whole lot of truth to that. 

 

I’m surrounded. I live in a county where there are days when I think I’m the only Democrat in 

the whole county, and I know that can’t be true. But our next-door neighbor came over—I mean 

a couple of years ago, she made the rounds to the neighbors, and she said, “If you see a young, 

black man in the neighborhood, don’t panic. It’s my son-in-law.” And she literally felt the 
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necessity to do that because he was going to be staying there with her for a while and he likes to 

run. He’s in the military, and he would get up and run every morning. And she worried that if 

people saw him out on the road—he clearly didn’t live in the neighborhood—that it could be 

dangerous for him. So, she felt that need. 

 

Everywhere I go — so I did, for a number of years, live in a predominantly black neighborhood, 

but I choose to live in a rural area for spiritual reasons—I’m absolutely a part of the white 

culture.  

 

Q: Why do you think it is that you’re in a church that cares about social justice? They had you 

teaching social justice in this church to their [unclear], and yet, the congregation remains, as you 

said, ninety-nine percent white? Why is it that people who believe in the value of this work, it 

doesn’t actually leach into their lives on a day-to-day basis? Or it doesn’t, like, change their lives 

on a day-to-day basis?  

 

Kimmel: [01:01:33] I think, as human beings, change is hard, and letting go of old stories and 

old beliefs is hard. And I think this is a big reason why there are many, many, many well-

intentioned white folks and organizations like churches, and so forth and so on, who believe, 

who truly do believe in the principle of social justice.  

 

[01:01:51] This might be the neighborhood I grew up in, too. So, people believe in social justice, 

but in order to really achieve it, it means that those of us who are white, those of us who have 

been privileged in ways that some people are comfortable admitting and some people aren’t, 
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we’re going to have to let go of some stuff, and that’s hard. I think probably the two places 

where it’s hardest are related to our country and patriotism and to our faith, our churches because 

nobody wants to admit or nobody is an exaggeration. It’s hard to admit that what you have 

believed in, what you have been taught for multiple generations is not necessarily true, or is not 

completely true, or was developed on the backs of another whole culture that you never even 

heard about. And it’s uncomfortable. I think for some folks, it feels disloyal.  

 

All the attention that’s going on right now with the kneeling for the national anthem, there are 

people for whom that just seems so incredibly disrespectful to our country and flag, that they 

can’t even hear the possibility that there’s a legitimate point of view behind it.  

 

And with churches, in particular, it’s not only what you believe, but it’s, “Well, this is the way 

we’ve always done it. This is the way we’ve always worshipped. This is the kind of music we’ve 

always done. This is the way we’ve always prayed.” And you get into a rhythm and a routine, 

and people pick their church, in many cases, because they’re comfortable with that routine. So 

now, you know, if I want to open my church to a more diverse group then I have to be willing to 

consider changing my routine. Oh, no. [Laughs]  

 

For me, that’s another one of those things that makes no sense because, you know, I consider 

myself a Christian, but the Jesus that I know and love was a rabble rouser. He turned things on 

their heads. He invited in people that other people didn’t think were appropriate. So, I don’t 

know how you put those two things together.  
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Q: Well, is the church that’s all black, the church [unclear] together? Is there an issue there as 

well? Is segregation always bad? Is self-segregation always bad if people choose to be with the 

people that they consider like to and make them feel comfortable?  

 

Kimmel: [01:03:08] I don’t even know if this is an appropriate term. Voluntary segregation—we 

are drawn to people that we know. We are drawn to people we’re comfortable with. We are 

drawn to patterns of doing things. I don’t think that’s an issue. I don’t think that’s a problem. 

What becomes problematic is the power, and the decision making, and the resources. I mean 

most of the people that I know who are people of color, who are part of a worshipping 

congregation, are part of an all-black congregation or a predominantly black congregation. I 

don’t think that’s problematic if you’re doing it because that’s where you feel life, where you 

feel welcome, where you feel you can worship, where your support system is. I think where it 

becomes problematic is when someone with power says that’s the only place you can be.  

 

My first teaching job was in migrant education, and I was part of a pullout program during the 

school year when our job, as teachers, was to help the migrant kids, most of whom in this part of 

Michigan were Hispanic, help them not get so far behind. So, what I taught them depended on 

what they were working on in their classroom; the teacher would send them in with something 

and say, “Here, help them with this please, today.” The cultural experiences - then in the 

summer, we had a full week program, all summer long for those migrant kids. So now, instead of 

having a pullout where you’re taking one or two Hispanic kids, you’ve got a program that’s 

ninety-nine percent Hispanic. 
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The cultural experience during the summer was fabulous. It was fabulous for me as a white 

female—I didn’t even speak Spanish—but for me as a white female, it was a great experience, 

and I loved it. But the majority in that case were the Hispanic folks, so they were comfortable; 

they were happy being there. It was not a bad thing.  

 

Where it became sad was during the school year when the school then would say, “Well, yes, we 

want to have this program and particularly until fourth Friday count because that’s good for us.” 

But then it was often the minority group, in this case, Hispanic, who got accused of problems. 

You know something happened, well, it must have been the migrant kids. Something was stolen, 

it must have been the migrant kids.  

 

So, I think it’s two different things. I think it’s the power issue and the blaming that becomes the 

problem. I think when people simply choose to come together in comfortable groups, I don’t 

think that’s a bad thing. What’s bad is that we don’t—and I’m going to say we who are white—

we frequently don’t put ourselves in situations where we can be a part of another culture. You 

know, would I have participated in the summer activities if that hadn’t been my job? I don’t 

know. I’d love to say, yes, I would because I’m just that kind of a person. I don’t know if I 

would have, probably not. But once I did then that opened up another whole world for me.  

 

Q: Do you think that being white or being a woman has had a bigger impact on your life? 
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Kimmel: [01:04:48] I think being white has given me many, many, many advantages. I think 

being a woman has presented a few challenges. So, if I’m measuring which has the greater 

impact, I think the whiteness has.  

 

Q: Are you happy that you’re white? 

 

Kimmel: [01:04:58] I’m not unhappy that I’m white. One of the questions that gets asked in one 

of the programs that I went through, the Institute for the Healing of Racism, one of the questions 

that got asked was would you choose to become black if you could? And my answer was no 

because I know. I know the difference in terms of the difficulty.  

 

What I think is sad and I go back to my growing up in Chicago—let me backtrack. The other 

thing that happened, and that’s one of those same trainings, was to talk about—you know we 

listed, we brainstormed what does it mean to be white. And from the people of color, they were 

brainstorming what does it mean to be a person of color or what do you think of it. And the list 

for the people of color was all of this wonderful stuff about culture, and dance, and music, and 

food, and family. And the whitelist was this sterile, pun intended: “Well, I can get a bank loan, 

and I can live where want to live, and I can go to school where I want to go to school.” And as a 

group, we all turned to the people of color and said, “We want to be on your list.” [laughs] 

 

And it also makes me sad, going back to the Chicago example that, we as white people were not 

encouraged to keep—I’m Irish and German. None of that was included in my upbringing. None 

of it was; it’s not that it wasn’t ever there, but we weren’t encouraged to celebrate it and to learn 
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about it. You know, we weren’t encouraged to learn Irish dance, or Celtic languages, or anything 

like that. I think that’s sad. 

 

Q: But don’t you think those are two different lists? Like the benefits of being white and what 

your culture is? To me, it sounds like it’s very two—it’s two different lists because, yes, if you 

say, “Okay, I get it. I get a loan, I get treated [unclear].” The converse back with black was, “I 

don’t get a loan.” But I would also argue that there is a strong, white culture tradition in our 

communities and our families. I think it’s not necessarily visible to us all the time. But I think 

about my own family and the traditions, and the food we eat, I very much think about it in terms 

of my culture.  

 

So, I’m not sure what the question I’m asking you is here. I guess I wonder why it’s so hard for 

us to see our own culture? Because I talked to a lot of people; a lot of people have a very hard 

time identifying white culture, what it is. And yet, if there’s a strong black culture, you can 

identify; if there’s a strong Latino culture, it’s different from something. So what is that 

something? There must be something that is that we can put our hands on.  

 

Kimmel: [01:06:15] I think for me, my whiteness was not identified as a culture. I had one side 

of the family, my father’s family, German. The joke was you can always tell a German but you 

can’t tell them much, and in his family, there was a lot of truth in that. So, in terms of if there 

was any discussion of culture, it was, “We’re going to go to the German restaurant. We’re going 

to—” something like that. Somebody had a wedding, somebody would play a polka. Nothing 
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about that side of the family or me as part of that side of the family was talked about in terms of 

whiteness.  

 

My mother’s family, and even though they were in southern Indiana and we were in Chicago, we 

were still fairly close to them. We went to see them regularly. I got to spend summers on the 

farm, which is where I realized I’m not a city girl at all. It was the rural culture that got identified 

there. So, we’re farmers, we live close to the land, we all work together, we have big meals 

together, and so forth, and so on. Later, my mother also informs me of my grandfather who had 

died when I was very young—I never really knew him—was a member the Klan. Hmm. Another 

one of those how-do-you-put-these-things-together moments.  

 

Q: How did you know that [unclear]? 

 

Kimmel: [01:06:57] Well, she told me that he was a member and when my mom told me, I don’t 

remember how old I was. But when I think back on it, I think I was somewhat young, so I’m 

going to say maybe upper elementary school age. And then the sentence that went along with it 

was, “Well, it was just a social thing. You know, he never would have gone out and done any 

horrible thing as a Klan member.” And again, I’m internally saying, “Yeah, right.”  

 

But under the surface of that warm, loving, rural culture—white culture, was a very heavy hand 

of racism. And it showed up in little ways over the years that I witnessed. But I don’t ever 

remember at any time in my life as a kid growing up, something identified as being white. That 
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this is a white culture, that this is because we’re white. I mean we just were, and everybody else 

was other. [Laughs]  

 

Q: So, I know this isn’t a lot of time to dig into things really deeply. You’ve shared a lot of really 

interesting things with us. Is there anything that we didn’t talk about that you think is important 

to say that you wanted to have said in this context? 

 

Kimmel: [01:07:38] I think the biggest thing of importance to me right now, in terms of 

whiteness, and race relations, and that sort of thing, is that we simply have to be willing to have 

the conversation. That we have to be—and when I say we, I’m leaning heavily on the white 

population. Yes, it’s uncomfortable. Yes, it requires looking at things differently. Yes, it will 

require letting go of some control, some power, some resources. But if we don’t do it, things will 

not get better. And I think we’re doing a disservice to all of humanity if we don’t.  

 

Last year, last spring during the Sunday school class that I was teaching, we watched Michael 

Moore’s Where to Invade Next. And particularly, the segment that he did on Germany and how 

Germany has chosen to deal with the history of the Holocaust was so powerful. And we talked 

about it at length, you know what if, what if in this country, we could come clean, be honest, 

admit to, process what we did to the Native American population that was already here? What 

we did with the slaves? You know, it’s fine to say, “Well, that was before I was around, I didn’t 

do it,” but I’m still reaping the benefits. And the first huge step is that we can have an honest 

conversation. My thinking would be to every person out there, particularly every white person 

out there, when you get the chance to have the conversation, do it.  
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Q: Well, thank you very, very, very much. We really appreciate you coming to talk to us. We’re 

taking a few stills now, so this is the hardest part of the whole interview is you just have to sit 

there. [Pause] Please, relax your face.  

 

Kimmel: [01:08:36] Pardon? 

 

Q: Please, relax your face a little bit.  

 

Kimmel: [01:08:37] [laughs] It’s the only face I have. 

 

Q: Yes. [pause] Thank you. 

 

Kimmel: [01:08:48] Got it? 

 

Q: Thank you very much. We really— 

 

END OF INTERVIEW 


