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funders, journalists, and scholars who appreciated the work of the
Porch (and other organizations like it} were often trying to shift bal-
ances of power and representation in their own work. Their agency was
underlined when they partnered across clearly demarcated class and ra-
cial divides. As a multiracial organization, the Porch’s public presenta-

tion, and the power dynamics it represented, were harder to read and
were often misinterpreted. On numerous occasions, white and Creole-
presences in the Porch were either given too much attention or erased :

altogether.
Both scenarios caused tension in the organization as it highlighted
the structural racism we were up against. As we found that our indi-

vidual identities and relationships were used by people outside the or-
ganization, we found ourselves in the painful position of being placed, -
as Stuart Hall (xgg8) puts it, “outside history.” Hall goes on to wam ©
that once historical identities are naturalized and fixed, it is tempting °

to believe that

biack is sufficient in itself to guarantee the progressive character of
the politics we fight under . . . We are tempted to display that signifier
as a device which can purify the impure, bring the straying brothers
and sisters who don’t know what they ought to be doing in line, and
police the boundaries. (Hall 1998, 30)

Seventh Ward Speaks was politically straightforward in some ways—
the project lifted subaltern voices of people in the neighborhood and
proudly claimed the name of an area of the city that had been over-
looked and misunderstood. But because it literally placed the posters
in a line, putting next to each other people who may not have spoken if
they had passed each other on the street, it diverged from directly align-
ing itself with blackness as a purifier of intention (see figure 4). What
we thought was an antiracist, anti-essentialist move that put people
back into history and recognized their own agency was interpreted by
some other Porch members as a dilution of power, Qur whiteness as the
project’s leaders was suddenly foregrounded. While the overwhelming
majority of people involved in the poster project were interested in par-
ticipating in more in-depth ethnography, we were concerned that the
diversity of people involved would not be welcome. The lack of “safety”
for dialogue and crossing of boundaries made the future of the partner-
ships in the project unclear.
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FIG. 4. Seventh Ward Speaks: a row of posters all lined up at the same level.

In retrospect, we recognize that we could have done more to share
our own vocabulary for thinking about critical ethnography (essential-
ism, race, class, binary) and the political economic structuring of “cul-
ture” and “heritage” in New Orleans and elsewhere (see Regis and Wal-
ton 2008). We might have run a workshop on doing ethnography that
laid out our anti-essentialist and historicizing strategy and explained
why we wanted the project to explore the creation of a segregated
neighborhood through suburban flight, redlining, disinvestment, and
the eventual production of the Seventh Ward as a black neighborhood
by the 1ggos. By reaching across race, class, and geographical boundar-
ies, we understood our work as antiracist. But while we learned the lan-
guage of community-based arts and the Black Arts Movement, we did
not expect or ensure that our partners learned our language of critical
ethnography and our strategy to defamiliarize the physical and racial
boundaries in the neighborhood. This is in part because in our work
in the Porch, we habitually downplayed our academic and educational
credentials to equalize relationships and avoid claiming authoritative
knowledge. While intended as an egalitarian strategy, this also effec-
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tively made it less likely that we would explicitly teach our fellow Porch
members what we do. As anthropologists, we are well trained to recog-
nize and understand the complexities of locally negotiated meanings"
(see Geertz 1983). We take on the responsibility for translation and-

often do not teach that skiil back. But if we are going have long-term

partnerships with people and we value the skill of translation, it should .
be something we redistribute—not just something we hold onto our-

selves (see Gordon 1996).

Models for these kinds of teaching already exist. Popular education
pedagogy developed through the work of Paulo Freire and used by so-
cial justice activists around the world were recognized by Porch mem-
bers as important parts of cultural arts. As a group, we were inspired
by and often talked about other models, such the Reciprocal Univer-
sity at Cal State Monterey Bay, Social and Public Art Resource Center,
Urban Bush Women, Theater of the Oppressed, Free Southern The-
ater, Project Row House, and the Luggage Store in San Francisco (see
Bains and Bains 2002; Collins and Crawford 2006; Dent and Schechner
1969; Leonard and Kilkelly 2006; Schutzman and Cohen-Cruz 1994;
Smethurst 2005; Thompson 1984). Teaching-by-doing has also been
an integral part of NSP methodology in other contexts. For instance,
when the NSP is running a bookmaking class for high school students,
we teach workshops on critical concepts about race, class, language,
and power (including key terms such as ethnocentrism, racial binary and
code switching), while also learning from the students, so that NSP writ-
ers and teachers develop a shared language for talking about their work
(Breunlin etal. 2008). Anthropologists working with community-based
organizations might use popular education models as a way of intro-
ducing terms and concepts important to social analysis.

As we shared this article with Porch members who participated in
our poster project debrief, we learned how usefu] this explicit teaching
of critical concepts, as well as research methods, would have been to
the internal success of Seventh Ward Speaks at the Porch, For instance,
once we had a formal conversation to explain the strategy of “defamil-
iarization” to the most vocal critic of the project, he agreed to put his
poster back into the series and has since advocated for the Porch to go
after more funding to support another round of work. However, as we
circulated drafts of this article among Porch members, talking through
the ideas, we quickly realized that the role of ethnography—the an-
thropologist's paradigmatic tool kit for social analysis—still remains
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obscure for many Porch members. Although we had discussed it infor-

_ mally over the last few years, it was not something that Porch members

claimed for themselves. The usefuiness of ethnography and its power

“to speak to different audiences did not resonate with our partners—in
~ spite of the fact that participants valued our primary ethnographic pro-
- ductions, the individual posters themselves, and recognized the lasting
- impact of the exhibitions.

Trusting the Process

At the NSP we say: “Your reader isn’t going to trust you if everything is

presented as perfect all the time.,” NSP’s own accountability does not
rely on political representation or efficacy but resides in telling com-
plex stories that feel true to the participants, family, friends, and neigh-
bors—coalitions that are built around the making of each book. What
we learned from Seventh Ward Speaks is that there is a difference be-
tween working with people collaborating on their own narrative and an
organization trying to control or construct a community narrative. Here
is where the political intervenes in collaboration. As project leaders and
neighborhood residents, we (Rachel and Helen) were also mediating

. between the emergent network of poster project participants and two

organizations with overlapping but increasingly distinct representa-
tional goals.

with whom precisely does collaborative ethnography share power?
With a pre-existing organization, leadership structure, or tribal govern-
ment? Ot with an emerging and fluid network of cultural activists—in
this case, participants in the poster project? Seventh Ward Speaks was
explicitly designed to share power with project participants and in this
way was in line with previous NSP and Porch projects, in which specific
themes emerge through the process of hands-on collaboration, rather
than being predetermined by an organization's governing body. The
precise ways in which individuals and collectivities have a stake in spe-
cific understandings of place, identity, and belonging may be revealed
through critical ethnography in ways that bring divergent goals to the
surface. This is where “critical” meets “collaboration” and both may
struggle to swvive the encounter.

Critical to the success of Seventh Ward Speaks is NSP's emerging
methodology, in which the process of interviewing, editing, and fram-
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ing words and images proceeds through intimate and vigorous dia-
logue based on respect. In this process, the anthropologist does not
necessarily defer to her interlocutors but brings in all of her training
and cultural analysis to bear in the conversation, in one case advocat-
ing for the creativity in everyday storytelling and in another calling tak-
en-for-granted neighborhood boundaries into question. Further, we
advance the argument that the posters are valid and powerful ethno-
graphic publications in their own right and useful as a methodologi-
cal strategy for earning respect, building trust, and gaining the project
participants’ buy-in for deeper (and ongoing) ethnographic work.

In urban areas struggling with issues of disinvestment and gentrifi-
cation as well as race and gender, displacement, and authenticity, the
critical dialogues around identity, place, and belonging require a safe
space for mutual exploration. When we initially talked of this proj-
ect as building in stages, with the posters creating the possibility for
other work, this process was not transparent to other members of the
Porch~-a challenge other projects might anticipate. We explained that
the first round of worl and its public presentation create buy-in and a
community of feeling that sets up the possibility for deeper conversa-
tions. But we found that this strategy remains an abstract concept until
people see how it works in practice. Although we had asked everyone
involved to work with us to do other interviews, many participants work
long hours and juggle many obligations—conducting an interview may
not be a priority for them until they see the impact of the work. For
someone like Louis, for instance, whose accomplishments are unlikely
to be recorded in conventional awards on the wall, the poster project
provided unexpected recognition. As one Porch member recalls,

Louis Gould—Junior we knew him as—the gentleman died suddenly
of cancer. He used his poster as a reflection of his life. This is what
his mom told us. He showed it to us where he placed it before passing
away in her arms, Sometimes we don’t realize how when we're
reaching out in the community, doing something that we thought
was a small thing turns out to be a big thing in someone’s life. This
poster was passed on to the funeral home and put at the feet of the
coffin during the service. It was a big influence in people’s lives and I
plan to take it more seriously because now I have a bigger picture in
my mind of what it means. (Porch Council, personal communication,
February 26, 200g)
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While we could not have anticipated that one of the posters would be
center stage in the memorial for a project participant, we had faith in
the power of longer-term engagement in ethnography, building layers
of trust so that you can do the harder work. We still hope to bring to-
gether current residents of the broader Seventh Ward, long-term resi-
dents and newcomers, with former residents who form part of the white
out-migration and Creole diaspora for critical dialogues around race,
class, labor, creativity, and activism in our neighborhood. With this in
mind, we hosted a dinner party for all project participants at the NSP
to talk about building on our work and how to take our project to the
next phase. When Gerald told us recently that he wanted to go deeper,
he was saying that he was ready to go to the next step. As are we,

¢« = & © @

RACHEL BREUNLIN is the co-director of the Neighborhood Story Project and an
instructor in the Anthropology Department at the University of New Orleans. She
has worked with public schools and nonprofit, arts, and benevolent organizations
to create books and other printed material about New Orleans. In 2006 the
Headland Center for the Arts awarded her one of their Bridge Project residencies
for community-based artists. Her latest book, The House of Dance & Feathers: A
Museum by Ronald W, Lewis (200g), is a collaborative ethnography of a grassroots
museum in the Lower Ninth Ward of New Orleans.

HELEN A. REGIS teaches in the Department of Geography and Anthropology at
Louisiana State University and serves on the board of the Neighborhood Story
Project. Her books include Fulbe Voices: Marriage, Islam, and Medicine in Northern
Cameroon (2003); with John Bartkowski, Charitable Choices: Religion, Race, and Poverty
in the Post-Welfare Era (2004); and Caribbean and Southern: Transnational Perspectives
on the US South (2006). Her most recent work, co-authored with Shana Walton, is
“Producing the Folk at the New Orleans Jazz and Heritage Festival,” published in
the Journal of American Folklore (2008).

Notes

A big shout out to our partners, collaborators extraordinaire: Gareth Breunlin, Jan
Cohen-Cruz, Rob Corser, Nils Gore, Abram Himelstein, Shana Sassoon, Dan Etheridge,
John Hargreaves, and our other partners at NSP and the Porch, with whom we have
spent countless hours in conversation and working side by side. We are grateful for the
insightful readings and astute suggestions of Luke Eric Lassiter, Joanne Rappaport, and
the aronymous reviewers for Coflaborative Anthropologies.

Authors’ names for this article are presented in alphabetical order, but authorship
is entirely soiso, Ironically, as this goes to press, one of our academic departments
has determined that “second authors” (i.e., those whose names appear second in the
publication) will receive only half the points awarded to first authors, thus refusing to
recognize the possibility of true collaboration ard co-authorship.
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1. See, for example, Faye V. Harrison’s Decolonizing Anthropoelogy {xggr1). Closer to home, -+
Helen was inspired by Judie Maxwel’s work at Tulane University and her collaborative |
projects with Maya linguists and activists in Guatemala. Maxwell’s Kaqchikel Maya -
Language and Culture Intensive Summer Institute in Guatemals, in which Helen was
a student, provided a valuable opportunity to witness collaborative teaching and public -
scholarship between Maya activist-scholars based in Guatemala and anthropologists :

based in North America.

2. For those who grew up in the 1980s or later, other associations predominate. In the :
199os and afterward, the name evokes pride of place and a claim to territorial identities ©

in a hip-hop idiom.

3. The play was first preduced in 2991 and has been revised post-Katrina, with 2 new -
round of performances starting in 2006. At this writing, samples and trailers for the play

are available for viewing on YouTube ¢hitp:/fwww.youtube.com/) and there are plans to
make the play into a feature film.

4. In addition to the poster project we planted trees, created a community garden,
started a youth theater project, hosted a walkirun, and developed a summer arts program
and a film series.

5. The presence of black expressive culture, while highly salient in some
neighborhoods and populations, remained mostly invisible to the dominant society
with the exceptions of punctual, discrete events like Jazz Fest, the appearance of colorfiul
photographs, ard the occasional human interest story in the local newspaper. And
vet after the storm these cultural forms quickly became metonymic of the black body
politic and a barometer of whether or not the population that sustains and nurtures
these cultural forms had rerurned (see Regis, forthcoming), By anchoring its own
organizational identity to championing these cultural practices, the Porch was both
defining its identity as oppositional to dominant cultural institutions and rooting itself
in undispurable authenticity.

6. Jan Cohen-Cruz, on reading an earlier draft of this manuscripe, distinguishes
“between that moment in the 30s of bringing art and culture to the masses, top dows,
and cultural democracy, recognizing that everyone has culture, everyone has some way
of expressing what is meaniagful to them as groups, coming out of values and histories”
(pers. comm. with the authors, September 13, 2009}, Cohen-Cruz emphasizes that it is
that fatter that was picked up in the '6os grassroots organizing, not the former. For more
on her analysis of community-based theater and performance, see Coken-Cruz (2005).

7. The impoertance of neighborhood identity in participatory parades known as
“second iines” that typically involve more than a thousand people are explored in
Breunlin and Regis (20090).

8. We met with the Porch council for 2 group discussion and evaluation on Monday,
February 16th, 2009. The Porch members who participated in our group discussion and
evaluation of the peoster project, and who aze cited in this article, requested that we use
their first names only.

9. This strategy of creating 2 base outside of marginalizing or oppressive institutions
to create a vantage poiat from which to engage and potentially transform them is an
old strategy of the Avant-Garde and was widely used during the 1960s and 1970s by
members of the Black Arts Movement.
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“Talk to the People on the Streets,
NOT the People in the Suites”

Reflections on Collaborations with “Mr. Black”

MICAH F, MORTON, University of Wisconsin—Madison
E. L. THOMAS-SMITH (A.K.A. MR, BLACK), StreetPulse

Talk to the peaple on the streets, NOT the

people in the suites.

The people in the suites have forgotten that they are kuman
too.

Alsg, that they are people too,

For they seem to think that they are more special than the
rest of the humar roce,

or the rest of the world,

It is these kind of peaple that always seem to be surprised
when they find out that they have the ability to bleed
biood just like the rest of us,

that their bloods just as red as any other human being,

NOT green like money.

Some even have the nerve to tell you that they knew this
already.

However,

they still act like they don't know this [ittle fact.

Actions still speak louder than words,

last I heard . . .

Until we can get people who are on their high horses off,

and that includes the wannabe people that are or want to be
high society,

until we can get them off their high horses too,
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