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Abstract 

 Racialized public policies further concentrated poverty in central cities across the 
nation, necessitating the continued deconstruction and redevelopment of the “slums” 
staging the next sequence of dramatic acts in Black women’s history of resistance. In 
most discussions of inner-city renewal, Black women are framed as objects for study: 
single mothers, "welfare queens," drug addicts, and other stereotypes abound, situating 
these women at best as victims, at worst as sources of urban decay. But Black women 
share a long legacy of urban activism in local neighborhoods that, if recognized, could 
shift the conversations that shape the urban renewal agenda. My research complicates the 
study of race, gender, and urban politics by centering Black women’s activist experiences 
to better understand how communities experience and resist the racialized legacies of 
housing segregation, redlining, and concentrated poverty in North Minneapolis, MN. By 
magnifying how Black women “talk back” within a competitive urban context framed by 
dominant material and political interests I shed new light on the ways that Black women 
undermine the states claim for regulatory control over Black urban space. I investigate 
Black women's actions in: (1) public housing; (2) community economic development; 
and (3) efforts to utilize neighborhood associations as participatory empowerment bodies 
for all those affected by urban transformation.  
 All of these domains of neighborhood resilience and renewal have been 
influenced by hegemonic urban renewal discourse, policies, and practices. My research 
explains how this discourse has shaped a political environment that does not invite 
rigorous debate and critique by all affected residents. Yet, politically engaged urban 
Black women continue to challenge these restrictive forms of privatized political 
engagement exposing uneven landscapes of power. As such, my dissertation asks the 
following questions: (1) How can the strategic political actions of urban Black women 
challenge dominant power and its discursive frame, particularly when Black women are 
often framed as culprits in urban decay? (2) What social, political, and/or economic 
barriers hamper Black women’s efforts to reframe the urban renewal agenda considering 
local histories of urban development (and underdevelopment) as well as the intersections 
of race, class, gender, and gentrification? And (3) what can we learn about citizen 
participation and the limits of dominant frameworks for urban renewal by centering the 
resistant innovations of Black women activists? 
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Yearning: Black Women Resisting By Building Risky Political 
Partnerships 

 
 
 

Ever present, often ignored but completely inescapable, their plurality is 
seen as monolithic and depicted as the antithesis of the ‘robust 

American’ body. Fending their shadows as American alter political egos, 
black women paint varied portraits of the shadow boxer as radical: as 

lone warrior, successful corporate fund-raiser for the beneficiary of 
progressive issues, individual survivalist, and community worker 

receptive to the leadership of non-elites in opposing state-corporate 
dominance. 

 
        - Joy James, Shadowboxing1 
 

 
 As a child I was always enamored by the courage and spirit of Harriet Tubman. 

Tubman was an enslaved Black woman who escaped slavery to then only return to the 

South to help her people find their way to freedom through the Underground Railroad. At 

risk of her own death Tubman went back into the hell that was chattel slavery in order to 

help her people to break the physical and psychological chains that confined them. 

Tubman was what the nation and its southern slaveholding class feared the most. A Black 

woman who yearned to be in relationship with her people resisted the institutionally 

racist practice of ensuring that African slaves did not maintain a distinct language, 

culture, and communal identity often through intimidation, and physical violence. It was 

Tubman’s willingness to risk her own livelihood to build risky political partnerships with 

her people that freed them from their chains. In the dark shadows of the night her people 

would be welcomed back into communal solidarity and be given a new lens to which 

they could analyze the hypocrisy of America—as an engaged Black feminist politics 

scholar I seek the courage that propelled Tubman into action. 
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 In her book Shadowboxing, Joy James historicizes the emergence of a radical 

Black feminist politic as a resistant communal response to the political contradictions of 

our time from Harriet Tubman to the social movement era. In similar fashion Duchess 

Harris’ book, Black Feminist Politics From Kennedy to Clinton pays close attention to 

the dehumanizing politics that resistant Black women encounter in the Democratic Party 

in the 1990s.2 James argues that the popular imagination has turned radical Black women 

into public spectacles thus forcing them into “political outer space.” This is also 

illustrated in Harris’ examination of the ways that former President Bill Clinton failed to 

show any sign of support for his own Black women cabinet nominees when conservative 

politicians and the mainstream media publically (and successfully) associated them with 

the popular image of the “welfare queen.”3 James names resistant Black women 

America’s shadow boxers, which is a metaphor for what lies beneath mainstream popular 

discourse, historical memory and popular political discourse today. The real struggle that 

Black women face, according to James, is staying committed to their radical politics 

despite internal contradictions and dominant external pressures. “Yet this, after all, is the 

shadow boxer’s dilemma: to fight the authoritative body casting the boxer off while 

simultaneously battling with internal contradictions.”4 To have the courage to even get in 

the “ring” and battle with the counter revolutionary state is a major feat in itself. In this 

dissertation I examine urban America’s Black women shadow boxers as they publically 

refute the dominant political scripts of urban renewal imposed on their communities in 

order to assert a community based activist agenda that is influenced by the needs of the 

Black urban poor.  
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 In most discussions of inner-city renewal, Black women are framed as objects for 

study: single mothers, "welfare queens," drug addicts, and other stereotypes abound, 

situating these women at best as victims, at worst as sources of urban decay. But Black 

women share a long legacy of urban activism in local neighborhoods that, if recognized, 

could shift the conversations that shape the urban renewal agenda. My research 

complicates the study of race, class, gender, politics, and urban activisms by centering 

Black women’s activist experiences to better understand how communities experience 

and resist the racialized legacies of housing segregation, redlining, and concentrated 

poverty in North Minneapolis, MN. I investigate Black women's actions in: (1) public 

housing; (2) community economic development; and (3) efforts to utilize neighborhood 

associations as participatory empowerment bodies for all those affected by urban 

transformation.  

 All of these domains of neighborhood resilience and renewal have been 

influenced by hegemonic urban renewal discourse, policies, and practices. My research 

explains how this discourse has shaped a political environment that does not invite 

rigorous debate and critique by all affected residents. Yet, politically engaged urban 

Black women continue to challenge these restrictive forms of privatized political 

engagement exposing uneven landscapes of power. As such, my dissertation asks the 

following questions: (1) How can the strategic political actions of urban Black women 

challenge dominant power and its discursive frame, particularly when Black women are 

often framed as culprits in urban decay? (2) What social, political, and/or economic 

barriers hamper Black women’s efforts to reframe the urban renewal agenda considering 

local histories of urban development (and underdevelopment) as well as the intersections 



 

  4 

of race, class, gender, and gentrification? And (3) what can we learn about citizen 

participation and the limits of dominant frameworks for urban renewal by centering the 

resistant innovations of Black women activists? 

 Using Black feminist theory and practice, urban ethnography, historical memory, 

and public policy analysis, my dissertation offers a counter-narrative to dominant 

interpretations of Black urban history and politics, making a substantial contribution to 

the study of resistant Black women in urban environments by illuminating how political 

knowledge is created, transmitted and applied by the often unheard and undervalued 

members of the community. I argue that by attending to the experiences and expertise of 

these Black women shadow boxers, we garner a better understanding of how top-down 

schemes for redevelopment fail to serve the people who live in the inner city when they 

do not take local women's voices and political activisms into account. There have been 

many historical moments where Black women’s acts of resistance have been erased from 

public memory or watered down for mainstream consumption. As such, I write this 

dissertation as a “praise song” to radical Black women like Fannie Lou Hamer who has 

been written out of America’s political history and as a result the interventions that her 

political activisms presented the nation are easily discarded and denounced as public 

spectacle.  

 In this chapter, I will first analyze the interventions that Fannie Lou Hamer’s 

political activisms presented the nation at the 1964 Democratic National Convention as 

an illustration of both the importance of analyzing the contentious political terrain that 

Black women shadow boxers are organizing within and against while also clarifying why 

a critical examination of the racialized politics of the State of Minnesota and North 
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Minneapolis in particular is a much needed project. Second, I provide an overview of my 

community engaged methodological approach, which embraces the contradictions of 

activist scholarship grounded in the theories and practices of Black feminism. Third, I 

provide an overview of the interdisciplinary literatures with which my research on 

resistant Black women engages in order to help create theoretical frameworks for better 

understanding the implications of competing urban renewal agendas in urban 

redevelopment today. Fourth, I provide an overview of my dissertation chapter’s main 

interventions as a way to foreshadow the importance of making visible the tactical 

appeals of Black women shadow boxers as they work toward radical social change by 

working within and between dominant structures of power in local urban setting. 

Black Women, Politics, and Political Activisms: Resisting in the Shadows of American 
Politics  
 
 The right to participate in the decision-making processes that directly affect our 

daily lives has been a major tenant of American politics from the creation of the republic, 

where sovereignty is said to reside with the people themselves. Despite the ruses of 

dominant political discourse our nations past and present history of segregation and 

surveillance tells us that not all people have the power to participate equally. In August 

1964 Fannie Lou Hamer, a resistant Black woman, sat before the Democratic National 

Convention Credentials Committee in New Jersey and declared that the Mississippi 

Freedom Democratic Party’s (MFDP) independently elected black delegation had every 

right to be seated instead of the all-white segregationist slate.5 The first step to unseat the 

all white segregationist slate required the MFDP to convince the Credentials Committee 

that Black Mississippians civil rights were being violated. On behalf of the MFDP, 
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Hamer went on to testify that violence and intimidation had been used to force her to stop 

fighting for her right to vote making her the most notably feared speaker of the day.   

Mrs. Hamer was fired from her job, evicted from her home, and beaten by 
sheriff’s deputies, but she continued to fight for freedom. ‘Is this America, 
the land of the free and the home of the brave where we are threatened 
daily because we want to live as decent human beings?’ she [Hamer] 
asked [the Democratic Nominations Credentials Committee].6  
 

Hamer’s impassioned remarks would quickly garner nominal levels of national sympathy 

and thus present a moral and political dilemma to then Democratic President Lyndon B. 

Johnson and his Vice-Presidential nominee from the State of Minnesota, Hubert 

Humphrey. President Johnson was frustrated by the MFDP’s insistence on publically 

challenging the lily-white Mississippi delegation, because it would interfere with his 

chances at reelection. As a result, President Johnson would announce an emergency 

televised news conference in the midst of Hamer’s address to ensure that her voice was 

not heard by the masses.7 Hamer would literally be silenced and her attempt to speak 

truth to power rendered a disruption to politics as usual and not an important intervention 

into the limits of democratic citizenship in America. President Johnson needed to appease 

the South, the North and the MFDP delegates while maintaining the illusion of party 

unity on the national political stage to preserve his only political position.8 However, 

even with perhaps the moral high ground, Hamer and her allies did not wield much if any 

real political power. 

When warned by the MFDP attorney, Joseph Raugh, that their [MFDP] 
effort to be seated at the convention would damage [Hubert] Humphrey’s 
chances for nomination as Johnson’s running mate, Hamer asked ‘Well, 
Mr. Humphrey, do you mean to tell me your position is more important to 
you than four hundred thousand black people’s lives?’ Humphrey’s 
inability to answer that question embodied a larger inability among white 
liberals to distance themselves sufficiently from the possessive investment 
in whiteness.9 
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In the end the MFDP would be offered two at-large seats, which garnered no real voting 

power, and to add insult to injury this offer named two specific affluent Black male 

leaders to hold these seats despite the MFDP’s mostly all female leadership structure.10 

Hamer and her allies of mostly Black sharecroppers would reject the proposal and be 

deemed ungrateful by Democratic politicians and the media.11 As James articulated when 

describing the American shadow boxer, Hamer resisted the white masculine state and its 

co-opted liberal politics by showcasing to the nation that she was unwilling to concede to 

the rise of a new politics of liberal democratic exploitation by staying committed to the 

importance of helping poor rural Blacks gain access to their right to vote. 

 This is a stark example of the important role that Black women have played in 

attempting to refocus the nation’s attention to the violence’s of the liberal democratic 

state. “Shadowing American politics, the diversity of black female leadership and 

radicalism reveals critical perspectives on white supremacy, exploitation, and sexism.”12 

The strategic operationalizing of civil rights policies and discourses by Democratic 

President Johnson a month prior to the convention with the signing of the 1964 Civil 

Rights Act coupled with his unwillingness to hold southern Democrats accountable to its 

principles further perpetuated the fact that the promises of American democracy did not 

apply to poor Blacks especially when the political power of white liberals hung in the 

balance. This point is further solidified by Johnson’s Vice-Presidential Nominee 

Humphrey’s speechlessness when Hamer asked if his political position was worth more 

than the lives of thousands of Black Mississippians. Former Minneapolis, Minnesota 

Mayor Humphrey made a national name for himself when he spoke at the 1948 
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Democratic National Convention in favor of the party adopting a civil rights agenda, 

which prompted the entire Mississippi delegation to leave the convention.  

 Nationally recognized white liberal politicians Johnson and Humphrey were 

unable to distance themselves from the unacknowledged power and privilege of white 

supremacy that Hamer’s act of resistance called for. The immediate censoring of Hamer’s 

national address and the suggestion that only the vetted Black patriarchal leaders should 

be seated at the convention is an indication of white liberal politicians willingness to 

accept the subordination of some for the political progressive possibilities of others.  

 There was irony in Hubert Humphrey being a national representative for Black 

civil rights at the time. The liberal history of Minnesota and the City of Minneapolis in 

particular did not account for the fact that demographically it had been a racially 

homogenous place for much of its existence (90+% White). “’Being liberal in Minnesota 

didn’t cost anything,’ said John Powell, the [former] director of the Institute for Race and 

Poverty at the University of Minnesota. ‘Like being for the rain forest. It’s not going to 

affect me.’”13 However, that would change and white liberal politicians and its collision 

with white supremacy would be challenged, as racial unrest would find itself brewing in 

North Minneapolis, MN, creating an urban racial context that could not be ignored. Or 

rather, white liberal politicians progressive commitments to civil rights would be put to 

the test. I chose to focus on North Minneapolis, MN, because it is an understudied urban 

community as a result of its former racially homogenous demographics, leaving the 

nation unwilling to question that it has a complex racial politics. I argue that it is through 

the resistant political realities of Black citizens in North Minneapolis that we are able to 

see the resilience of the Black urban poor as they interface with uneven landscapes of 
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white liberal democratic power and expose the ways that local power brokers are 

implicated in the demise of the inner city neighborhoods that they claim to revitalizing. I 

do this research as an activist scholar who resists the role of the politically disinterested 

researcher that simply extracts information and disappears after data has been collected—

this is central to the ethical politics of my research and my role as a native Black feminist 

ethnographer. 

Embracing the Contradictions of Activist Scholarship: Native Black Feminist 
Ethnography  
 
 In addition to collecting personal histories of local Black women activists, I use 

community-engaged participant-observation as a rigorous qualitative method, through 

which I build collaborative community action partnerships. This community-engaged 

approach has helped me to determine the parameters of my empowered participants' 

common problems, to observe how stakeholders interact, and to engage in collective 

problem solving. I attend local community meetings, build relationships with Black 

organizers, take ethnographic notes, become an active member of the collective’s goals, 

collaboratively reflect and analyze the uneven landscapes of power, and map the 

similarities and differences in the stories being told about public policy outcomes, 

community input, and long-term community benefits. 

 I undertake this effort in the spirit of feminist ethnographers such as Diane Wolf 

and Cheryl Rodriguez, who note that feminist scholars who want to disrupt unequal 

power relations should consider utilizing participatory research methods. This is done in 

multiple ways, but ultimately the researcher and participant(s) are collaboratively 

involved in the development of the research question, design, analysis and writing, which 

Patricia Hill Collins argues is central for the production of Black feminist thought. In 
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“Defining Black Feminist Thought,” Patricia Hill Collins contends that, “one key role for 

Black women intellectuals is to ask the right questions and investigate all dimensions of a 

Black women’s standpoint with and for African American women.”14 The production of 

Black feminist thought is predicated on this inter-relationship where the taken-for-granted 

knowledge that is shared among Black women is questioned, analyzed and interpreted to 

produce theoretical and practical knowledge that has the potential to transform our 

collective consciousness and the world. Collins goes further to suggest that the potential 

dangers for Black feminist intellectuals working within the ivory tower is isolation from 

communities of Black women and pressure to separate their work from political activism. 

I argue that this set of objectives and potential dangers has become exacerbated for those 

who do not shy away from the importance of bridging scholarship and activism, who try 

to produce collaborative knowledge with communities outside the academy. I write to 

center resistant Black women from the past and their contemporary sisters struggling to 

carry their torch in the local trenches today, because we are still collectively developing 

tools to survive inhospitable urban spaces. 

 As an activist scholar I believe that to challenge social structures that routinely 

direct epistemic violence toward Black women, a group that continues to be strategically 

silenced and publically surveilled, we must do it as a collective. As M. Jacqui Alexander 

writes in her book Pedagogies of Crossing, “we cannot afford to cease yearning for each 

others' company,”15 because if we do, we “allow mythologies about each other to replace 

knowing about one another.”16 I argue that for Black women intellectuals and local 

resistant Black women to build authentic community partnerships in these neoliberal 

times is a risky tactical maneuver. In short, to build risky political partnerships, Harriet 
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Tubman had to not only risk her own survival, but resist the institutionalized racist 

practices that kept Tubman and her people from building connections with one another. 

Community based connections that when made would unearth truths that could be 

damaging to the state. The neoliberal University as Grace Hong articulates has become a 

tool that not only aims to keep Black intellectuals from building meaningful relationships 

with everyday people in the community for the purpose of knowledge production, but 

sustains its “neutral” politics through the tokenistic rhetoric of diversity that allows for 

the “nominal valorization of Black feminism,”17 which subverts its management and 

regulation of Black female bodies and its radical political interventions. An oppressive 

market driven politics, neoliberalism supports the notion that a free market will provide 

all citizens equal access to opportunity while asserting a politics of personal 

responsibility to subvert the ways that the market creates and sustains unequal lived 

material realities. As such, neoliberalism adopts progressive language in the creation of 

niche consumer markets while simultaneously making the discursive framing of a 

collective “we” unintelligible in the post-civil rights era, because presumably our failure 

to perform and prosper in the market is our own fault—making building communities of 

resistance and engaging in practices of communal knowledge production a problem.18  

 In short, to do radical political work in these neoliberal times in partnership with 

those communities that are being left behind by neoliberal market logic is risky. 

However, I need a community of resistant Black women to survive the academy’s 

ostensibly neutral criteria and to remind me (when I get pulled in by the weight of the 

academy’s elitism) that I came to Black feminism with a set of political imperatives. The 

domestication of the social sciences has led many to “focus on building theory, being 
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‘objective,’ writing mainly for each other in a language of their own creation, building 

professional associations, and staying away from political controversies.”19 As the 2014 

National Women’s Studies Association Conference keynote, bell hooks said  

…Women’s studies classes were the privileged location within the 
academy where we could talk and write about feminist revolution. In those 
days the direct connection between feminist politics and women’s studies 
was foregrounded. Nowadays we have the reverse - more Women’s 
Studies and not enough feminist politics…even though the academic 
world is essentially conservative and conservatizing it is not a closed 
system and remains still a necessary location for the ongoing development 
of radical feminist thinking and practice.20 
 

I too believe that feminism within the academy still has radical political potential despite 

its conservative leanings. As such, I do this work in partnership with everyday Black 

women, because as a Black woman intellectual I embrace my social and political 

allegiances to the Black struggle for humanity not as a hindrance to my scholarship, but 

as a way to center Black communities’ quests for liberation and empowerment. My work 

does this by working in partnership with community in resisting, theorizing, and 

reimagining the competitive inner city neoliberal terrain, which has become a constructed 

site of enslavement for the Black urban poor. That is the center of my Black feminist 

politics. 

 In this process of building authentic relationships with resistant Black women and 

their allies, my role is not to simply observe and interpret but to act and struggle in 

disagreement with my Black sisters as we theorize together.   

Disagreement conditions the possibility for those who would otherwise 
not be seen as endowed with the ability to make political enunciations to 
claim that endowment, and thus to articulate a radically different 
understanding of social reality than that which would characterize them as 
incapable in the first place.21 
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By creating relationships where dialogic exchange and disagreement is expected and 

welcomed, I invited everyday Black women whose situated knowledges have been 

categorized as illegitimate by dominant discourse to embrace their multiplicative ways of 

being in the world. First, we resist the essentialist notion that all Black women share the 

same political views. Second, we provide our alternative readings of specific events, 

actions, histories and popular discourses to reclaim a sense of ourselves, rearticulate our 

individual and collective politics and begin to identify sites for future action. In this way I 

do not only consider myself an ally, but a co-producer of knowledge. Indeed, I asked 

each woman that I built community based partnerships with if they would read and 

provide feedback on drafts of my writing about our collective work. This request did not 

come along with a promise that I would change my voice or conclusions to reflect their 

opinions, but rather opened up a place of dialogic exchange where a new level of 

transparency and disagreement is welcomed as essential to the cultivation of an authentic 

relationship that goes beyond the publication of research.  

 This aspect of my methodological approach aims to honor the grounded practices 

and ways of knowing of empowered community participants who are struggling to better 

their daily lives amid a system of urban policing that marks their public assertion of a 

“politics” a hindrance to the social order of things. This is a transformative process of 

exchange where we are building community and developing intimate relationships. This 

takes time, compassion, and the ability to humble oneself. When building and sustaining 

these relationships, I found myself moving in and out of my own “mother tongue” and 

the acculturating discourses of the academy that privileges me with a language and 

mobility that my community partners did not have. However, it is a reality I must wrestle 
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with as I simultaneously embrace the important relationship that must be built between 

Black women intellectuals and everyday Black women, because it would not be a 

reciprocal relationship otherwise.  

Radical Subjectivity: Being and Becoming 

 I came to activist scholarship in my quest to build partnerships with everyday 

resistant Black women seeking to survive inhospitable environments framed by dominant 

political interests and their isolating discursive frameworks. Through the development of 

relationships that value our distinct ways of viewing the world my sisters in the struggle 

and I choose to embrace the knowledge that our distinct material realities offered us. This 

opened up “the possibility of radical perspective from which to see and create, to imagine 

alternatives, new worlds.”22 By choosing the margins as bell hook so eloquently 

proposed, we used our social locations to identify the spaces where we would begin the 

process of rearticulating the needs of the Black urban poor.23 This tactical subjectivity 

gave us the mobility we needed to speak within, over and beyond dominant ideology. 

Chela Sandoval describes this method of survival as the development of an oppositional 

consciousness.24 Choosing when to engage and disengage with systems of power, women 

of color learn that our sources of knowledge arm us with the political skills that are 

neither “the political skills of the White Power structure that White Liberal feminists 

have adopted nor the free spirited experimentation followed by radical feminists.”25 This 

is precisely why the production of knowledge by Black women intellectuals in 

collaboration with local Black women is a risky tactical maneuver, because it is a matter 

of survival with lived material outcomes particularly if the movement between and 
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among dominant ideologies produce unpredictable consequences for those living and 

struggling in community everyday. 

 My own understanding of the roots of activist scholarship begins with educator 

Paulo Freire. Central to Freire’s pedagogy and theory of knowledge production is the 

breakdown of the “participant/observer” dichotomy that the field of Anthropology is all 

too well known for deploying when aiming to articulate the “native’s point of view” 

without any acknowledgement of the privileges associated with the scholars’ control over 

the research process and interpretive frame. Freire’s pedagogy of participation aims to 

get rid of the power imbalances that exist between the researcher and the researched to 

promote collaborative dialogue.26 This aims to facilitate what Freire calls 

“conscientization” a way of knowing that helps people engaged in struggle understand 

the ways that larger structures work in their everyday lives. Black feminist scholar bell 

hooks goes a step further and suggests that “one comes to understand how structures of 

domination work in one’s own life, as one develops critical thinking and critical 

consciousness, as one invents new, alternative habits of being, and resists from the 

marginal space of difference inwardly defined.”27 Through this definition hooks insists 

that it is imperative that Black people begin to utilize their critical imagination to disrupt 

our normative understandings of self and identity.28 It is from this counter hegemonic 

space that,  

We have a sense of the sacred. The ground we stand on is shifting, fragile, 
and unstable. We are avant-garde only to the extent that we eschew 
essentialist notions of identity, and fashion selves that emerge from the 
meeting of diverse epistemologies, habits of being, concrete class 
locations, and radical political commitments.29   
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A radical subject in this respect takes up the task of pushing the boundaries of her own 

existence beyond the confines of cultural hegemony to be “seen, not overseen by any 

authoritative Other claiming to know us better than we know ourselves.”30 Working 

alongside resistant Black women, I find that we are constantly being pushed to remember 

our fluid and complex sense of self and identity, because our sense of self can get lost in 

the process of interpolation that takes place in mainstream community spaces and the 

academy. The constant negotiation of space and location that we as Black women must 

face when working in and outside community becomes a resistant act worth 

acknowledging. However, activist research should not only theorize the subject, but aim 

to “reconfigure knowledge production so as to shift power and control into the hands of 

the oppressed or marginalized, privileging ‘subjugated knowledges’ and transforming 

oppressive social structures.”31 In short, I aim to produce knowledge that is liberating, 

both intellectually and practically for those resisting state control in their daily lives.   

Researching With Activist Black Women  

 Many scholars would make reference to my aforementioned frame of activist 

scholarship as participatory action research (PAR). However, I do not narrowly define 

my choice of methodology within this frame, because under the umbrella of activist 

scholarship lie a number of other “participatory” research practices such as “action 

research” and “politically engaged ethnography” that I draw from as a way to embrace 

the contradictions of my own activist research context. As Jennifer Mendez explains,   

The aim of politically engaged research is to form an admittedly fragile 
and difficult coalition between ‘grassroots,’ ‘local,’ or ‘experiential’ 
knowledge and ‘theoretical,’ ‘data-driven,’ or ‘scholarly’ knowledge. 
Brought together by a shared commitment to social transformation, 
academic and popular knowledge would collaborate to reject ‘the 
asymmetry implicit in the subject/object relationship that characterizes 
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traditional academic research’ and would achieve ‘authentic participation’ 
in the research process. Proponents of activist research explicitly reject the 
role of the disinterested researcher and actively seek ways to be politically 
relevant to the ‘real world.’32   
 

I aim to “collaborate with activists by using our work to unmask both the material and 

ideological effects of neoliberalism, not as abstractions but as a very real set of 

interventions into local settings which produces the effect of limiting the spectrum of 

political possibilities activists are able to envision.”33 This type of intervention is also 

deeply embedded in a “kind of ethnography of the state, in which it becomes clear how 

neoliberalism and globalization compromise grassroots efforts aimed at structural 

change.”34 However, I find there are varying levels of resistance among scholars (mostly 

whom assert a false sense of objectivity) to allowing the communities to collaboratively 

define the research questions and influence the narrative outcomes of completed research. 

As a result, the research approach can often illustrate the ways that power is embedded in 

the research relationship if the researcher’s collaborative ethics are not reflected 

throughout the entire research process. Nothing is politically neutral.  

 In Decolonizing Methodologies Linda Smith writes, “research ‘through imperial 

eyes’ describes an approach which assumes that Western ideas about the most 

fundamental things are the only ideas possible to hold, certainly the only rational ideas, 

and the only ideas which can make sense of the world, of reality, of social life and of 

human beings.”35 In contrast, activist scholarship requires us to fundamentally believe 

that the communities we work with are the experts of their own realities. This approach 

is particularly crucial for working with Black women. Chandra Mohanty argues that 

when white western feminists attempt to explain third world feminists’ realities (as if 

they were a monolithic category) it only recreates colonial discourses and reaffirms an 
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imaginary sense of cultural domination.36  Mohanty goes further to suggest that western 

feminist desires to claim men as the universal oppressor masks the complexity of power. 

The power of white supremacy, she argues, is not a political ideology used by just white 

men, but by those who seek to reassert whiteness in an effort to increase their own power 

or importance—women can also be perpetuators of white supremacy and patriarchy. 

“Third World” feminists and feminists of color critique of the ways that western research 

reproduces hierarchies of power provides fertile ground for developing responsible 

activist research methods (i.e., the handbook on what not to do has been written well).  

 The action research process, which is categorically more of an “applied” research 

methodology, challenges the importance of the scholarly voice in the development of the 

research process. A central proponent of action research insists that the community-based 

researcher and all relevant local stakeholders work collaboratively to: (1) develop a 

research design (2) train local stakeholders in chosen research method; (3) and ensure 

that stakeholders play an active role in the action research project from beginning to 

end.37 This positions the researcher as more of a “catalyst” for action that guides the local 

stakeholders in a direction of their choosing. Thus, research outcomes are only deemed 

successful if they reflect local stakeholders’ expressed needs, expectations and general 

growth. This method is ethically responsible to activist principles of “authentic” civic 

engagement by ensuring that local stakeholders are integral to the entire research process 

and gives everyday people the power to state whether or not it fulfilled their expectations. 

 Despite the political goodwill of this methodological process, I find this approach 

is not truly interested in a collaborative relationship with a researcher where the 

researcher and collaborators collective growth is a part of the project’s measurement of 
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success and thus mutually influences the practical outcomes and theoretical interventions. 

In short, it is not a process of being and becoming for both the researcher and the 

community based stakeholders. This approach also finds little value in the theoretical 

analysis that a researcher can bring to the dialogic exchange. I see this “applied” action 

research approach working best for community-based non-profits. For example, those 

organizations that are doing work in service of a particular population where they need to 

illustrate tangible outcomes that can be championed in grant applications and notations to 

the community to sustain its own relevancy. The rise of community based non-profits in 

the 20th century in predominately urban areas “has helped collapse various sites of 

potential political radicalism into nonantagonistic social service and pro-state reformist 

initiatives.”38 My work does not pay a substantial amount of attention to the role that non-

profits play in inner city communities, but it gestures toward the ways that these ever 

increasing institutions make it nearly impossible for the Black urban poor to engage, 

reimagine and resist the process of urban redevelopment that displaces, nominalizes, and 

silences their communities. Instead, I aimed to build partnerships with community where 

I am an ally, collaborator, and intellectual whose analysis was embraced and welcomed 

as an asset. If it had not been embraced, then it is I, the researcher, who would need to 

reflect on my true intentions and perhaps why community rejected it. I would have had to 

face the fact that, people, no matter their social location, can smell the bullshit when it 

hits the front door. 

 It is then out of necessity as a resident Black feminist scholar that I do more than 

just “gaze deeper into the strangeness of the everyday realities we take for granted,”39 as 

Cheryl Rodriguez suggested. As a “homegirl,” I must embrace the challenge that organic 
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intellectuals such as Audre Lorde, Angela Davis and Renato Rosado have proposed: we 

must be willing to become implicated in the exchange, conflict, and reinvention of our 

personal and collective identities if we want our work to have transformative 

possibilities. In the end, my outsider within status, my ability to code switch, and my 

solidarity with everyday Black women struggling to defend their right to participate in 

the local decision making processes that affect their daily lives, becomes a tool in my 

community engaged research practice.40 This practice organically engages with everyday 

people looking for allies to help them open both theoretical and practical doors as they 

are reimagining a different relationship with the state, reclaiming their own humanity, 

and fighting for a different way of being in their isolating urban communities. More 

specifically, my research finds that the practices and policies of deindustrialization that 

have further concentrated poverty in cities across the nation later necessitating the 

deconstruction and redevelopment of the “slums,” staged the next sequence of dramatic 

acts for resistant Black women. 

Creating Concentrated Poverty: Racialized Public Policy and a History of 
Disinvestment 
 

There are a number of federal policies, laws and unregulated institutional 

practices that have contributed to the formation of concentrated poverty. Many scholars 

indict the rise and proliferation of suburbia, early discrimination in the housing market 

and urban renewal initiatives, as having the most significant effects on central city 

neighborhoods.41 Suburbia invited Americans with racial and economic mobility the 

chance to take advantage of cheaper land and lower taxes. This also provided tax 

incentives for manufacturing plants located in central cities to relocate to the suburbs, 

which helped privately owned manufacturers subvert other sociopolitical factors such as 
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the presence of unions.42 This mass exodus of predominately white Americans to the 

outer city limits was reinforced by federally sanctioned discriminatory housing practices. 

The Federal Housing Administration (FHA) loans facilitated suburbanites’ rising 

homeownership and the subsequent spatial isolation of the Black urban poor.43 These 

trends, taken together, resulted in central city neighborhoods without jobs, adequate 

housing and high performing schools, because significant federal funding had been 

reallocated and relocated to the suburbs. These discriminatory housing practices were 

further reinforced by the enactment of racial zoning laws by local governments through 

“restrictive covenants” that forbade a white homeowner from selling to a racial 

minority.44 “This extreme racial isolation did not happen; it was manufactured by whites 

through a series of self-conscious actions and purposeful institutional arrangements that 

continue today.”45 This process of radical racialized deindustrialization devastated urban 

economies across the country including North Minneapolis, Minnesota.    

The continued disinvestment created concentrated areas of poverty joblessness, 

underfunded public schools and dilapidated housing in cities encouraged increased drug 

use, crime and teenage childbirth. In response, the federal government enacted a number 

of urban renewal policies beginning with the 1949 Housing Act, to get rid of the slums 

and redevelop problem neighborhoods. “Many local redevelopment agencies used ‘urban 

renewal’ to mean ‘negro removal,’ clearing away African American neighborhoods close 

to downtown and concentrating public housing in hypersegregated ghettos.”46 But the 

federal government’s goal for rehabilitating and modernizing central cities, particularly 

downtown areas, was to bring in new businesses and attract middle class residents, not to 

address the needs of the Black urban poor.47 I argue that resistant Black women are 
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haunted by the policies and discursive logics that enabled the creative destruction of poor 

Black neighborhoods. These women contend with a history of urban disinvestment, 

which has been justified by discourses of crime and immorality that the news media and 

conservative political leadership relied upon to secure a national indictment on Black 

poverty.    

Creating Discursive Cover: Blaming the Black Urban Poor for Structural Poverty and 
the Benign Neglect of the City 
 

The popular discursive framing of the inner city and the Black family as lacking 

personal responsibility, dangerously pathological, and corrupt provided neoconservatives 

a strong justification to argue against community-centered reinvestment policies and 

practices such as the War on Poverty initiatives that aimed to work on behalf of these 

“abject” populations. The mainstream media became complicit in this effort in blaming 

the Black urban poor for its social, political and economic circumstances by fostering a 

public imagination of inner cities as deviant hopeless spaces of their own creation. 

Critical communication scholars such as Robert Entman and Martin Gilens argue that 

media framing plays a central part in reaffirming white fears about Black life and culture 

through discourses of criminality and dependency, which equate Blackness with inherent 

criminality and poverty.48 In doing so, the mainstream media creates a new class 

category—the “underserving poor.”  

Following the spatial turn, David Wilson argues that it is not just mediated 

discourses that influence how the nation defines Black life and culture, but frightening 

depictions of Black urban space creates a moral panic that allows a nation of white 

middle class onlookers to absolve themselves of any responsibility for perpetuating the 

social isolation that created Black urban poverty. Wilson is also particularly attuned to 
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the ways that conservative politicians utilize these distorted images to inflame white fears 

about the perils of Black cultural pathology. This popular discursive frame produces the 

widespread impression that people who live in these “demonic” Black spaces are 

incapable of taking care of themselves, providing the state the paternalistic power it needs 

to decide what is best for the Black urban poor. In doing so, there is little interest in 

consulting those residents who are deemed to be their own worst enemies.    

 Carol Stabile expands this argumentative frame to argue that the second 

pathologizing and policing of Black urban culture came with the criminalization of Black 

mothers receiving government assistance.49 Reagan’s framing of the “welfare queen” as a 

corrupt Black female who is undeserving of federal intervention, thus in need of 

surveillance, then becomes the crack mother who must be persecuted for giving birth to 

the crack babies.50 Dorothy Roberts argues that by prosecuting mothers that have exposed 

their babies to drugs, the nation continues a history of devaluing the reproductive choices 

of poor women of color by attempting to “protect fetuses by denying the humanity of 

their mothers.”51 In short, Roberts argues that the fate of the unborn fetus is tied to that of 

its crack-addicted mother who is suffering from a host of indignities.52 If the nation 

continues to deny the Black woman personhood and equality by demonizing and 

punishing drug-addicted mothers rather than helping them, they only reaffirm the popular 

image of poor Black mothers as inherently unfit and in need of reproductive policing. In 

contrast to these popular depictions of Black urban space as dangerously “abject” and in 

need of state intervention, I argue that resistant Black women have in fact continually 

resisted the idea that they are incapable of taking care of, advocating for and reimagining 

their own communities. The question becomes, who is really listening? 
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The Myth of Fair Housing: Public Housing, Resistant Black Women, and a Counter 
Historical Narrative  
 
 Research on the history of public housing activism has shown that a close 

examination of the resistant Black woman’s everyday struggles for rights, respect and 

representation expose the ways that city governments are implicated in the deterioration 

of public housing. This research dispels the many stereotypes of public housing residents 

that usually dominate public discourses of urban decay. Rhonda Williams, Roberta 

Feldman, and Susan Stall embark on this type of counter historical narrative creation by 

collecting Black women’s personal histories and analyzing their political activisms in 

Baltimore, Maryland and Chicago, Illinois. These women scholars reexamine our 

historical understandings of the creation and dismantling of public housing before and 

after urban renewal. These researchers find that in fact, public housing units were once 

highly regarded communities that, through deindustrialization and mismanagement, 

became the sites of containment for the nation’s “undesirable” populations. 

The failure of public housing management and local political leaders to continue 

their commitment to provide safe, decent and affordable housing was a clear sign of their 

lack of investment in sustaining a civically engaged Black working class community. 

This benign neglect directly implicates these institutions as dominant actors in the demise 

of the Black working class. However, to present this reality to the public would then 

undermine the state’s claim for regulatory control over urban Black space. More 

importantly, the resistant acts and discursive appeals of Black women’s organizing and 

activism against this benign neglect has been left out of dominant historical accounts and 



 

  25 

popular mediated discourses, that are over dependent on state official’s version of whose 

to blame for these communities deconstruction. This alternative view produced by the 

narrative realities of Black women’s activist lives would both undermine the state’s claim 

for regulatory control over urban Black space and alternatively present Black women as 

capable, willing and committed to developing new policies, programs and visions for 

themselves and their communities. These histories directly challenge the popular 

discursive narrative that present the Black woman as morally bankrupt and only looking 

for a handout (i.e., welfare queen). Instead of adopting this counter-narrative to dominant 

depictions of Black urban space presented by Black women’s organizing and activism, 

contemporary fair housing discourse continues to perpetuate the notion that Black spaces 

are places to escape from rather than invest in through its new spatial deconcentration 

model as proposed by the FHA.53 

 This model was upheld by Supreme Court verdicts such as Gautreaux v Chicago 

Housing Authority and Hollman v Cisneros in Minneapolis, which mandated the 

“deconcentration” of racial hate and bias in the housing market. This judicial logic 

suggested that, because of the ineffectiveness of the nation’s fair housing laws and 

subsequent absence of low income housing in the suburbs, the state can then punish the 

“victims” of hyper-segregated ghettos populated mostly by the Black urban poor by 

mandating integration, dispersal and white suburbanization as the answer to the 

“problems” of Black cultural pathology. This discursive masquerade makes it extremely 

difficult for Black residents to participate in the work of rebuilding and reinvesting in the 

Black community and their own economic, political, and social viability. Simply put, the 

Black urban poor are deemed incapable of developing such a vision on behalf of 
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themselves. My work shows how resistant Black citizens—and Black women in 

particular—have continuously provided counter discursive frames for the nation that 

dispel the notion that they are incapable of developing strategic courses of action to better 

their lives and the lives of those in their communities. However, the city, state, media and 

local power brokers continue to be directly implicated in the demise of the Black working 

class and the silencing of the resistant Black women’s vision for urban progress. The 

forms of political censorship, exclusion, and surveillance that Black women face have 

become even more insidious in these contemporary times as discourses of diversity make 

any discussion of “specific inequalities and power differentials, historical and structural 

positioning’s and racial orderings,” a political taboo.54  This erasure of, “hidden and 

unspoken power interests, including economic power and legal/political supremacy, 

underneath a cloak of neutrality, fairness and racelessness,” ensures that the dominant 

political interests of the liberal state remain invisible, pushing resistant Black women and 

their social justice framework into political outer space.55     

Chapter Outline: Setting the Record Straight  
 
 In chapter one I demonstrate how federal, state, and local government policy, 

influenced by white liberal politicians (not just private prejudice, suburban arrogance, 

and Black economic distress) that created the disparaging realities that accompany 

concentrated poverty in North Minneapolis. First, I examine how segregated public 

housing, practices of blockbusting, and the exclusionary politics of areas in and outside 

North Minneapolis were buttressed not only by racial prejudice, but federal, state, and 

local public policies. I pay particular attention to the Minneapolis City Council’s strategic 

refusal to scatter 1,000 new units of public housing outside an already-impoverished 
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community in North Minneapolis. Second, I examine how social unrest and the federal 

anti-poverty programs of the 1960s, which required the “maximum feasible participation” 

of the poor, created a window of opportunity for North Minneapolis Black residents to 

become active decision makers in their communities. The creation of the Northside 

Resident Redevelopment Council (NRRC) aimed to curb the negative affects of racially 

discriminatory public policies, refuting the idea that the Black urban poor accepted 

powerlessness and handouts. NRRC was said to be the first neighborhood advisory 

council to a federal housing authority in the country. The close examination of this 

historic neighborhood based participatory empowerment body is indicative of a spirit of 

Black self-determination that my empowered community participants aim to resurrect 

with their current community based activisms. Third, I analyze how NRRC gave rise to a 

number of notable Black leaders in the community, survived the neoliberal defunding of 

the anti-poverty programs, and distinguished itself as one of Minneapolis’ most 

influential Black empowerment bodies. Resistant Black women living in North 

Minneapolis carry the torch of this history as they intervene in public housing discourse 

and policy by creating their own body of resistance through the creation of Northside 

Neighbors for Justice (NNJ).  

 In chapter two I describe how the policies and discourses that center the 

deconcentration of poverty and the mixed income-housing model as the remedy for the 

poor only serves to displace and disempower Black residents who were formerly 

contained in public housing complexes. Through documenting the memories and 

contemporary actions of Black women resisting these affordable housing policies and 

their accompanying dominant discourses, my community based collaborators and I show 
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that the fight for fair housing in North Minneapolis continues and is being waged without 

those most affected at the decision making table. First, I use the historical memories of 

Black women who lived in the former Sumner-Glenwood projects in North Minneapolis 

to show how they used a public politics of activist mothering to defy the popular 

imagination’s deception of single Black mothers and public housing spaces as inherently 

criminal and deviant. Second, I use first hand accounts from Black female organizers, 

Jackie Byers and Neva Walker, who both played an integral role in leading Minneapolis’ 

largest citywide affordable housing campaign. Byers and Walker helped create the 

Northside Neighbors for Justice (NNJ) to resist the Hollman v. Cisneros legal mandate to 

tear down the remaining plots of public housing in an attempt to deconcentrate poverty. 

This section pays close attention to both the discourse of deconcentration of poverty as 

well as the politics of white liberal citizenship in local neighborhood associations. Third, 

this chapter provides a real-time examination of the ways that contemporary Black 

women organizers and community based leaders living and working in the Sumner-

Glenwood neighborhood challenge the viability of the mixed income housing model as 

the solution for the Black urban poor. This strategy interfaces with the exclusionary 

politics of neighborhood associations in a mixed income community that is presumably 

supposed to integrate socioeconomic diversity, not fuel tensions between different 

economic classes. I conclude by assessing the contemporary state of Black urban 

citizenship in the contemporary neoliberal city where the merging of public-private 

interests has always already placed the Black urban poor on the back burner for the 

accumulation of political and financial capitol. This uneven landscape of power where 

resistant Black women are continually fighting for their own humanity and that of the 
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larger community is fueled by mainstream media discourses that blame the Black urban 

poor for their impoverishment. 

 In chapter three I argue that being able to influence the popular narrative that 

frames the Black communities public existence is critical if the Black urban poor are 

going to draw the nation’s attention to the structural and historical forces that create and 

continue to perpetuate concentrated Black poverty today. The racial framing of North 

Minneapolis in the mainstream news media’s post-2011 tornado coverage reaffirms that 

narratives of Black cultural pathology are deployed by the city and state to absolve 

government of any responsibility for the creation of concentrated poverty, similar to 

narratives produced after Hurricane Katrina. The resulting dominant media discourse 

demonizes Black life, culture, and space creating a popular narrative that determines who 

is a “worthy” and “unworthy” victim. First, I make the case that the racial framing in the 

news media is grounded in narratives of Black cultural pathology, which blame Black 

poverty on generations of familial dysfunction that allegedly “breed” a culture of 

criminality. I do this by analyzing a series of major interventions made by critical 

communication scholars as they draw parallels between the ways that the discursive and 

visual economy of abject Blackness aims to denounce “race” as a significant factor 

obscuring structural, historical, and judicial factors. Second, I summarize key scholarly 

texts that illustrate the ways that the Black urban poor were represented in the 

mainstream media post-Katrina. In doing so, I expose the mainstream media’s 

unwillingness to interrogate the causes of Black poverty even in times of crisis, which is 

a technology also used in the mainstream media coverage post-North Minneapolis 

tornado. Following this, I explore the impact that racial framing of North Minneapolis 
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has had on community growth and advancement using community voices. Through a 

comparative analysis of news coverage immediately after a tornado hit North 

Minneapolis I compare the narrative appeals of a historic Black press to a local dominant 

press, denaturalize the mainstream press as the standard. I assert the importance of the 

Black press as a Black counter public space needed to aid the community in taking 

control of the narrative, and expose the ways that the mainstream media use readily 

available stock narratives of Black cultural pathology are being used to mark the Black 

urban poor as unworthy and blame them for their impoverished conditions, even after a 

natural disaster. Lastly, I discuss the importance of Black counter public spaces in the 

process of reclaiming the urban renewal agenda/narrative. For resistant Black women to 

launch their own fight to reclaim the Black urban narrative and shift the urban renewal 

agenda first requires that they go through their own experience of coming to critical 

consciousness—to break their own silence.  

 In chapter four I argue that the coming to voice narrative for contemporary Black 

women living in the neoliberal city is wrought with multiple contradictions as local 

power brokers frame the urban renewal narrative in ways that weed out the Black urban 

poor. It is then out of sheer necessity that community activist Kenya McKnight embraced 

the public visibility that came along with resistance that so many fear. In this chapter I 

trace the coming to voice narrative of Kenya McKnight, a working class Black woman 

who goes from being an economic development practitioner to becoming a community 

based activist. Her transformation was sparked by the realization that her silences will not 

protect her and the Black community from the neoliberal politics of containment that 

continue to disempower the inner city Black poor. I draw from four years of ethnographic 
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fieldwork to illustrate how McKnight’s experience as the only Black woman community-

based economic development practitioner in the neighborhood exposed her to the 

interworkings of the dominant urban renewal agenda and its disregard for Black 

economic success. This section provides context for understanding why McKnight came 

to believe that the city’s “good faith” approaches to economic development in North 

Minneapolis were not producing a path to significant Black economic independence. I 

examine the utopic vision for change that McKnight began to imagine while coming to 

terms with the influence that the public-private relationship continues to play in making 

that vision seem impossible. I then consider how exposure to these uneven landscapes of 

power compelled McKnight to seek a grassroots approach to Black economic 

empowerment through Occupy the Hood, a movement started in solidarity with Occupy 

Wall Street. In this section, I pay close attention to my own being and becoming as an 

activist scholar and McKnight’s being and becoming as she led her first grassroots 

organizing effort in North Minneapolis. I conclude by suggesting that Kenya McKnight’s 

search for justice had only just begun as she took her battle for social justice to the State. 

 In chapter five I interrogate official calls for community engagement in 

contemporary gentrification schemes. I argue that these calls most often result in a 

performance where “real input” is not expected, because distressed inner city 

communities are too often forced into relationships with the city, state, and private 

developers without any form of social or political leverage. In short, city and state 

departments create a “crooked room” when they hold town hall meetings and “listening” 

sessions with the promise of empowering. However in the end they are simply looking to 
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nominally appease local residents, not to give them a seat at the table so that they can 

wield real influence and power over the projects final material outcomes.56  

In this chapter I illustrate how community activist Kenya McKnight proposes to 

stand upright despite a crooked urban context that pays lip service to Black citizen 

participation and its demand for inclusion and power. First, I describe McKnight’s own 

nostalgic desire to utilize the Community Advisory Council (CAC) framework for 

creating a space at the decision making table, which came from a War on Poverty era 

model that helped to create the Northside Resident Redevelopment Council (NRRC) (see 

chapter one). In this section I first present the crooked political context of Governor 

Mark Dayton’s Black Economic Summit. Then I briefly present Saul Alinsky’s critique 

of the antipoverty program model, which McKnight and her allies aimed to resurrect. 

Second, I use my ethnographic fieldwork and critical analysis to trace how McKnight 

worked with community allies to take one of the five Occupy the Hood Minneapolis 

strategic initiatives (see chapter four) into action by insisting that developers show a 

willingness to sign a Community Benefits Agreement (CBA) in order to build the new 

North Minneapolis Workforce Center. In this section I illustrate two things: (1) how 

McKnight aimed to reinvigorate the state’s commitment to the use of a CAC as a way to 

re-center community articulated needs and empower the Black urban poor; and (2) how 

McKnight’s unpaid labor was cynically used by officials to demonstrate the state’s 

commitment to enabling Black residents to exercise their democratic right to participate. 

However, in the end, her labor was disavowed as a hindrance to the process of building 

the state's desired public-private relationship. Third, I discuss the importance of 

reflexivity in my practice of Black feminist ethnography by examining what I learned 
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from my empowered participant about the stereotypes that McKnight believes hindered 

her ability to participate in the decision making processes that she so passionately fought 

for on the CAC and in other community based leadership settings. I conclude by 

analyzing how McKnight continues to encounter uneven landscapes of power as she 

embarks on a new community based activist agenda. Her journey reflects the obstacles 

that Black women are always subject to in their pursuit for social transformation.  

 In my conclusion, I summarize my dissertation’s main interventions. The work 

provides a deep examination of the ways that local power brokers, inner-city public-

private relationships, and the ruses of popular political discourses and mediated 

representations of Black life and culture become barriers to equality. Resistant Black 

women’s political activist work expose, challenge, and reimagine dominant practices and 

discourses for the purpose of securing the right of the Black urban poor to fully 

participate.  

The closing remarks of the dissertation pay close attention to how my Black 

feminist, engaged multi-methodological framework moves us from beyond interpolating 

Black women as just shadow boxers of American political consciousness, but as active 

agents of change resisting in the trenches of American politics in real-time. By building 

risky political partnerships with everyday Black women where we theorize, act, and 

struggle together I surface with collaboratively developed insights and critical questions 

for future research that is both reflective of the importance of examining uneven 

landscapes of power and simultaneously predicated on the building of collaborative 

community action partnerships with the people always at the center.  
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The Making of North Minneapolis: Private Prejudice, Public Policy as a tool for Social 

Engineering, and the Historical Importance of Resistant Black Citizenship 

 

 

 In May of 2011, North Minneapolis, MN experienced the devastating chaos of a 

severe tornado system, tragically leaving one resident dead, injuring dozens more and 

rendering thousands homeless as trees, water and debris left complete neighborhoods in 

ruin. “’Sixty-seven percent of residents of North Minneapolis are on some kind of county 

assistance, which is why that storm was so severe in the neighborhood,” said [Chad] 

Schwitters, [Executive Director of Urban Homeworks]. ‘It wasn’t because the tornado 

itself was incredibly severe, it’s because of where it hit, and the economic disposition of 

houses in the neighborhood.’”1 North Minneapolis is made up of two larger communities 

known as Near North and Camden. Located directly northwest of downtown 

Minneapolis, Near North was once the heart of the city’s most prosperous industries, 

such as, sawmills, lumberyards, and millwork plants, but has since acquired the popular 

persona of a dilapidated inner city community riddled by Black poverty, high 

unemployment, poor performing students, oppressive policing, segregated housing, and 

powerlessness. Conventional wisdom tells us that communities like Near North were 

created after radical deindustrialization, the rise of suburbia and white flight. White racial 

prejudice and the fear of proximity to Blackness is typically referenced as the leading 

cause of segregated housing and spatial mismatch, which left the Black urban poor 

isolated from an abundance of resources and opportunities in outlying areas.2 Although 
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racial prejudice was certainly a major factor in creating the material realities and public 

perceptions of deviancy that plague North Minneapolis, it was not just racial prejudice 

alone. I argue that in Near North it was federal, state, and local government policy 

influenced by white liberal politicians, not just private prejudice, suburban arrogance, and 

Black economic distress that created the “tornado” before the tornado. More specifically, 

racially segregated public housing, blockbusting by unscrupulous real estate agents 

supported by the Federal Housing Administration’s (FHA) mortgage policies, and 

contemporary urban redevelopment programs that aimed to remove the Black urban poor 

from central cities were all buttressed by socially engineered public policies enforced by 

local power brokers. I expand this history on the impact of racialized public policies on 

North Minneapolis to include the important role that resistant Black citizenship has 

played in challenging these racially discriminatory public policies as they were being 

implemented. I aim to refute the popular notion that inner city Black residents simply 

accepted the powerlessness that these racially discriminatory public policies prescribed.  

In this chapter, I employ a politics of memory, which is a practice of remembering 

that feminist scholars like bell hooks engage in for the purpose of resisting the nation’s 

contemporary desire to turn a blind eye to those histories of racialized struggle that are 

repeating themselves in the present.3 The practice of remembering the creation of racial 

segregation in North Minneapolis is an incomplete story without examining the role that 

everyday Black residents played in resisting the racialized public policies that created and 

maintained the residential colorline. In other words, our urban historical narratives lack a 

grassroots political analysis that exemplifies the spirited efforts of everyday community 

based activists as they resist the enduring qualities of racialized public policies. First, I 



 

  41 

explore how segregated public housing and practices of blockbusting in North 

Minneapolis and the surrounding suburban areas were buttressed not only by racial 

prejudice, but federal, state, and local public policies. Second, I examine how social 

unrest and the federal anti-poverty programs of the 1960s, which required the “maximum 

feasible participation” of the poor created a window of opportunity for Near North Black 

residents to curb the negative affects of racially discriminatory public policies through the 

creation of the Northside Resident Redevelopment Council (NRRC). NRRC was said to 

be the first neighborhood advisory council to a federal housing authority in the country. 

Third, I analyze how NRRC gave rise to a number of notable Black leaders in the 

community, survived the neoliberal defunding of the anti-poverty programs, and 

distinguished itself as one of the cities most influential Black empowerment bodies. I 

conclude by analyzing how past forms of racial segregation have endured and hardened 

into policies and practices that have continued to have a negative effect on the 

community, particularly in the years following the tornado. I reflect on this moment after 

a natural disaster to highlight that much more work still needs to be done to combat the 

negative affects of past racial public policies and their accompanying institutional 

practices. In doing so, I suggest that resistant Black women have continued the tradition 

of demanding that the Black urban poor are able to participate in the local decision 

making processes that affect their daily lives.  

The “Tornado” Before the Tornado: Federal, State, and Local Policies Segregate 
North Minneapolis  
 
 In July 2014, the former home of Arthur and Edith Lee will be added to the 

National Register of Historic Places, which will add a significant landmark for the local 

Black community in Minneapolis.  
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Arthur and Edith Lee bought the corner house in 1931, the lone black 
couple in an all-white neighborhood [in South Minneapolis]. Mobs that 
sometimes swelled to thousands of people surrounded the home to 
intimidate and force out the couple and their young daughter, who was 6 at 
the time. But the Lees dug in. Arthur Lee’s fellow World War I veterans 
and postal workers turned in force to protect the couple, and police 
protected the house for more than a year. The Lees endured the hostility 
for about two years, before moving.4  
 

In the popular mind, this narrative of private prejudice and white hostility are well known 

and have played a major role in the maintenance of the residential colorline. Inner ring 

suburban communities like Edina, Minnesota, which James Loewen described as a 

“sundown town,” also reinforced this type of community-based social engineering 

through legal formalities and intimidation.5 Despite these types of efforts fueled by 

private prejudice, North Minneapolis was a community literally and figuratively 

manufactured by racial zoning policies created by the federal government, which were 

institutionalized by local urban planners. In a 1935 land-use planning map of the City of 

Minneapolis, the neighborhoods directly northwest of downtown are circled and have 

written on them “Slum” and “Negro Section (largest in the city).” The creation of this 

map was in direct alignment with the creation of the 1935 federal Home Owner’s Loan 

Corporation, which was a corporation charged with creating residential maps to assess 

the loan worthiness of neighborhoods.  
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1935 City of Minneapolis Planning Map 

Figure 1: Map Commissioned by the Harrison Neighborhood Association, 2012. 
Cartography by Geoff Maas. Website accessed, 
http://www.metrocouncil.org/METC/files/93/9335597d-4768-40dd-a0b3-
565eac7cff65.pdf 
 
These assessments were made based on the racial make up of the neighborhood, not a 

reflection of the potential applicants’ ability to meet the lending criteria, which led to the 

practice of redlining.6 This racially discriminatory criterion designated communities like 

North Minneapolis as high-risk neighborhoods thus ineligible for mortgage lending. The 

1935 land-use planning map of the City of Minneapolis would be included in the 1938 

“Citizen’s Guide” produced by the Minneapolis Board of Education, which would often 

be distributed to families looking for housing and educational opportunities for their 

children. This marked the beginning of federally supported discriminatory social 

engineering in North Minneapolis buttressed by racial prejudice and public policy. 

However, it was in the creation and expansion of federally supported public housing that 
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the built environment confirmed the insidious intent of racial zoning policies created by 

federal public policy.  

Segregated Public Housing  

 The Sumner Field Homes was the first major public housing development in 

Minnesota.7 The federal Public Works Administration (PWA) sponsored the project 

during the New Deal era. The clearance of slum housing and the building of Sumner 

Field Homes in 1938 was an attempt to rebuild a physically deteriorating neighborhood 

where overcrowding and poverty were widespread in North Minneapolis.8 These 

federally sanctioned processes of “urban clearance” would later be commonly referred to 

as “Negro clearance” or “Negro removal” particularly because urban clearance did not 

always come along with new construction, as legislation later required, but simply the 

large scale displacement of the Black urban poor.     

 The Associated Architects and the City Planning Commission studied the 

residential demographics in the early 1930s before clearance and they determined that of 

the 400 families living in the 55 acre clearance zone 126 families were “Jews”, 209 

families were “Negros” and 65 families “Other.”9 “The slum clearance efforts 

significantly altered the residential demographics of the immediate project site. Of the 

400 families who were displaced from the project site, only 104 would become residents 

of Sumner Field Homes.”10 The completed project was made up of 48 new box-like two-

story row houses and three story apartment buildings with 464 units.11 Described as a 

“modernist” design, these box-like figures with entrances only feet away from the street 

would create pockets of hidden space surrounded by untended grassy areas.12  
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 Near North Slum Clearance Area  

    
 
 
 
   Near North Slum Clearance Area 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 Figure 2: Photo of North Minneapolis in 1931 before the clearing of the slums and 
 the building of Sumner Field Homes. Image courtesy of the Minnesota Historical 
 Society
 http://collections.mnhs.org/cms/display.php?irn=10721606&websites=no&brand=
 cms&q=North%20Minneapolis&type[]=Photographs&year[]=1931&startindex=26
 &count=25 
  Sumner Field Homes Projects  

 
 
 

 

 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 Figure 3: Photo of the Sumner Field Housing Project in 1938 courtesy of the 
 Minnesota Historical Society. 
 http://collections.mnhs.org/cms/display.php?irn=10721606&websites=no&brand=
 cms&q=North%20Minneapolis&type[]=Photographs&year[]=1931&startindex=26
 &count=25 
 

 
The creation of public housing also came at a time when surrounding neighborhoods 

were creating its own means for reinforcing segregated housing through restrictive 

covenants. After the 1917 United States Supreme Court case Buchanan v Warley 
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determined that forbidding Blacks from living in white neighborhoods was 

unconstitutional, the Edina, Minnesota Country Club District, which was formed in 1924, 

adopted municipal zoning ordinances to subvert this new supreme court ruling. The 

ordinance stated that,  

No lot shall ever be sold, conveyed, leased, or rented to any person other 
than of the white or Caucasian race, nor shall any lot ever been used or 
occupied by any person other than one of the white or Caucasian race, 
except such as may be serving as domestics of the owner or tenant or said 
lot, while said owner or tenant is residing thereon.13 
 

It would not be until 1954 that Minnesota Governor C. Elmer Anderson would sign a bill 

that banned restrictive covenants. However, it would be racial intimidation, community 

based restrictive covenants, and federally supported racial zoning policies that would 

force Black residents to live in designated slum areas like Near North. Despite the 

intentions of New Deal legislation to get Americans back to work and address the 

national housing shortage with the creation of public housing, it simply ended up 

providing local governments a federally supported means to contain undesired 

populations. This point becomes further apparent when you consider that in 1953 the 

Minneapolis City Council “advocated segregation of all new low income families in a 

slum area”14 by refusing to approve the Minneapolis Housing and Redevelopment 

Authority’s (MHRA) proposal to integrate over 1,000 units of scattered site housing 

outside of the Sumner Field Homes, a proposal made possible by the U.S. Housing Act of 

1949.15 

 The U.S. Housing Act of 1949, which was inspired by early New Deal federal 

housing programs of the 1930s, aimed to address the growing urban growth crisis by 

razing the slums, building more public housing, and reinvigorating downtown areas. This 
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landmark federal urban renewal policy was a hard fought battle that then Minneapolis 

Mayor Eric Hoyer advocated for by petitioning the House of Representatives of the 

United States of America to take immediate favorable action on H.R. 4009, the national 

housing bill.  

Four years after the war the housing shortage still exists in Minneapolis. 
Many examples of suffering and crowding still remain. The office of the 
Housing Administrator has a backlog of 2,200 applicants for housing. 
Sixty percent of these applicants are from members of the marginal 
income group; with an annual income below $3,000 …the need for low-
rent housing should be considered primarily in terms of the American 
principle of preserving American family life. Home life is the basis of 
family life, and the destruction of family life spiritually and materially has 
too often been caused in the years since the war by inadequate dwellings.16   
 

Once the U.S. Housing Act of 1949 was passed and urban renewal became the new 

politics of the inner city, then Minneapolis Mayor Hoyer found his eagerness to 

implement the integration of low-rent housing program thwarted by local city council 

members. “The low-rent housing program of the [Minneapolis Housing and 

Redevelopment] Authority was first held in abeyance and could not officially start until 

the City Council approved the Cooperative Agreement with the federal government.”17 

The Minneapolis Housing and Redevelopment Authority (MHRA) was the local 

authority charged with planning and coordinating urban redevelopment programs and 

most importantly the Authority was endowed with the federal power of eminent domain, 

which gave local governments the ability to acquire land. In a letter from A.C. Godward 

the Executive Director of the MHRA to Chairman of the MHRA S.L. Stole, Godward 

stated that shortly after the council signed the Cooperative Agreement the Authority 

submitted the council with a program for 1,000 units of low-rent housing and suggested 

that it was “good social planning and in the best interest of the community to integrate 
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families of low-income, by location of the several housing projects prepared on 

unoccupied areas in buffer zones between existing residential and industrial use, without 

concentration in any one district of the city.”18  

 Opposition to the proposal submitted by the Authority was spearheaded by “the 

minority or ‘conservative’ group of the City Council, aided by ‘liberal’ council members 

[who were] influenced by local antagonism to any project designed to house families of 

low income in their community.”19 As a result, a substantial delay in implementing the 

program took place, because the Authority and the Minneapolis City Council held 

differing opinions on “the policy of integration versus segregation of minority groups.”20 

This clearly exemplifies a moment where the New Deal policy agenda aimed to intervene 

into the local politics of racial prejudice, but quickly found that the uneven landscapes of 

power at the City Council level prevented that agenda from coming to fruition. In order 

for the Authority to receive federal subsidy and move forward with its urban 

redevelopment program it needed City Council approval. The Council denied a majority 

of the Authority’s proposed program for scattered site housing outside the Sumner Field 

Homes. This consequently concentrated 816 units of a proposed 1,000 low-income 

scattered site housing adjacent to an already economically desperate inner city 

neighborhood into what was known as the Glenwood redevelopment and slum clearance 

area.21  
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  Glenwood Housing Projects  

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Figure 4: Aerial view photo of the Glenwood  Housing Projects in North 
 Minneapolis, MN Courtesy of the Minnesota Historical Society. 
 http://collections.mnhs.org/cms/largerimage.php?irn=10103947&catirn=10721622 
 
The project demolished, “660 structures within the 180-acre project site. Of the 1,000 

families displaced, only 18 families returned to the clearance site when redevelopment 

was complete in 1962.”22 The manufacturing of concentrated poverty in Near North was 

a result of social engineering by local power brokers who used white racial prejudice to 

directly inform public policy and its approaches to local governance, which reinforced 

the residential colorline through conscious city council action.  

 According to Urban Planning and Policy scholar Rachel Weber the early 

managerial state (i.e., The New Deal era where public services managed the state and the 

economy) couched its justification for the creative destruction of “problem” 

neighborhoods, beginning with the 1949 Housing Act, with terms such as “blight” and 

“obsolescence” to describe a property that had experienced a loss in exchange value 

mostly because of deterioration.23 In doing so, current neoliberal entrepreneurial urban 
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policies evade responsibility for decades of uneven development and underdevelopment 

in poor Black neighbors.24 More specifically, the federal government used these terms in 

ways that gave state and local authorities the leverage that they needed to completely 

ignore their role in creating and perpetuating the existence of concentrated poverty 

through strategic policy decisions like the one made by the Minneapolis City Council in 

1953.  

 The policy decisions that the Council made only validated popular white problem 

narratives that presumed that Black residency brought disorder, immorality, and 

depreciated property values. To ensure that this did not take place the Minneapolis City 

Council used federal public policy to contain and strategically exclude the Black urban 

poor from “morally sound” white suburbs, which were communities built through federal 

housing subsidies. The Federal Housing Administration (FHA), which was created in 

1934 to promote homeownership, would utilize the Federal Home Owner’s Loan 

Corporation’s racially discriminatory redlining tactics to determine which Americans 

should receive federally subsidized home loans in new suburban communities and who 

should not.  

Many FHA staff came from the private lending industry, which generally 
refused to make loans in integrated neighborhoods. In 1938, the official 
FHA underwriting manual discouraged loans to neighborhoods occupied 
by ‘inharmonious racial or nationality groups.’ It stated that ‘If a 
neighborhood is to retain stability, it is necessary that properties shall 
continue to be occupied by the same social and racial class. It noted that ‘a 
change in social or racial occupancy generally contributed to instability 
and a decline in values.’ FHA staff even advised housing developers to 
use restrictive covenants barring sales to nonwhites before seeking FHA 
financing as a way to promote neighborhood stability and property 
values.25 
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Post-World War II, the demand for housing exploded as returning veterans were looking 

for low cost housing options, which the FHA provided with low interest rates and lower 

monthly payments. During this 1950s boom FHA loans tended to favor homes being built 

in new cost efficient suburban developments providing fewer loans to those who wanted 

to stay or renovate in the central city.26 The practice of redlining ensured that Black 

families would be restricted from buying a home in these new suburban enclaves. The 

FHA established a set of discriminatory housing loan policies and practices based on 

racial prejudice that the Minneapolis City Council would utilize as they battled with the 

Authority over whether or not to “integrate or segregate housing” which were tactics also 

employed by unscrupulous real estate agents in Near North.  

Racial Steering: Blockbusting  

 Local government actions in the City of Minneapolis illustrated that a form of 

differential citizenship existed as public policy did not serve to halt the discriminatory 

practices that disproportionately affected the Black urban poor, but indeed endorsed 

policies that validated white racial prejudice by excluding them from non-concentrated 

neighborhoods. As a result, unscrupulous real estate agents faced very little if any 

immediate government sanctions for perpetuating racial discrimination in the buying and 

selling of homes in Near North. Instead, the people had to defend themselves against 

racialized fear tactics. In a 1965 Minneapolis Tribune article by Dick Cunningham 

entitled “Not For Sale Signs Go Up in Northern Area of City,” over thirty homeowners 

[Black and white] in the Homewood neighborhood, which was adjacent to the Sumner-

Glenwood projects on the southeast, began to place “NOT FOR SALE” signs in their 

lawns to resist the unscrupulous blockbusting tactics of real estate agents.27 Blockbusting 
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was a tactic used to convince white homeowners that an influx of Black residents into 

their neighborhood would result in the decline of property values and have detrimental 

affects on the quality of schools, which is also referred to as the racial tipping point.28 

This common real estate practice enabled many to scare white homeowners into selling 

their homes at a loss to then sell the homes at an inflated price to migrating Black middle 

class residents boosting their own profits.  

In Chicago, for instance, there were more than 100 real estate companies 
that managed to ‘bust’ two to three blocks a week for 15 years by 1962. 
The Fair Housing Act of 1968 created causes of action against 
blockbusting, reducing the profitability of blockbusting through 
regulations and statutes. Despite these rules, blockbusting continued to 
exist well into the 1980s.29 
 

In Near North, it was the clearance of the slums adjacent to the Homewood neighborhood 

in preparation for the building of public housing that displaced Black residents, many of 

whom looked to nearby residential areas like Homewood for housing options. “In one 

segment of this area, [Charles] Mays [chairman of the Joint Committee for Equal 

Opportunity of Greater Minneapolis] counted 76 homes for sale last November when 

bulldozers started work on the [Near North] Grant [clearance] project a few blocks 

southeast.”30 As this example illustrates Near North was not an exception to the practice 

of blockbusting, which is partly the reason that the white Jewish population that was once 

the dominant ethnic group in Near North is now concentrated in the inner ring suburbs of 

St. Louis Park, Minnesota. However, unlike most accounts of blockbusting led by corrupt 

real estate agents there are few accounts of entire neighborhoods publically resisting 

these discriminatory practices through their own organized efforts as the aforementioned 

account illustrates. This type of resistant citizen led effort is indicative of the desire that 

citizens had to participate in the decision-making processes that affect their daily lives, 
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which was predicated on combating racialized public policies and practices that were 

exploiting and containing a community of Black residents.    

Creating The Northside Resident Redevelopment Council: A Window of Opportunity in 
Times of Social Unrest  
 
 On June 17, 1968 the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 

(HUD) announced a fourteen million dollar grant for the Near North Side urban renewal 

project, which would become the state of Minnesota’s largest renewal project at the time.  

  Near North Major Renewal Projects Slum Clearance Areas 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
  

 
  Figure 5: Photo of the Near North Renewal Projects slum clearance  
  areas. Courtesy of Judith Martin and Anthony Goddard’s 1989 report  
  “Past Choice/Present Landscapes: The Impact of Urban Renewal on the  
  Twin Cities.” http://www.cura.umn.edu/publications/catalog/c1021  
      
This project was to be administrated by the Minneapolis Housing and Redevelopment 

Authority (MHRA) whose main goal was to “transform Plymouth Av. – nicknamed 

‘Plywood Ave.’ since fires during racial disorders there last summer left much of the 

street with closed, boarded-up business places—into an avenue of modern businesses and 
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apartment buildings.”31 It took two successive summers of youth led rebellions for the 

City of Minneapolis to confront the human rights violations that racial segregation caused 

in perpetuating concentrated Black poverty. Despite this nominal acknowledgement by 

city officials, the local Housing Authority would once again challenge the legacy of 

racialized public policies as they had when they proposed the integration of 1,000 units of 

public housing outside of the Sumner Field Homes in the 1950s. The North Minneapolis 

Area Housing Authority would provide Black residents with a seat at the decision making 

table by creating the Northside Resident Redevelopment Council (NRRC). I argue that 

everyday Black residents played an integral role in resisting the racialized public policies 

being reinforced by the private prejudice of local power brokers. More specifically, the 

creation of the Northside Resident Redevelopment Council (NRRC) came at a time when 

social unrest and federal anti-poverty programs of the 1960s required the “maximum 

feasible participation” of the poor creating a window of opportunity for Black civic 

participation in local decision making processes. In doing so, empowered Black residents 

would use the council as the breeding grounds for cultivating communal Black leaders 

some of whom would later become elected officials. The creation of NRRC was, 

however, a hard fought battle that began during times of social unrest.  

‘How Does It Feel To Be A Problem’: The Souls of Disgruntled Black Folk In Urban 
America  
 
  In the summer of 1966, a mere four years after the completion of the Glenwood 

Redevelopment project, a public disturbance on Plymouth Avenue led mostly by Black 

youth resulted in the throwing of fire bombs and many reports of vandalism. Then 

Minneapolis Mayor, Arthur Naftalin, deemed these acts a public expression of social 

unrest among a growing population of poor Blacks suffering from severe unemployment. 
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In a public radio address after this disturbance, Mayor Naftalin stated, “there has been 

neglect on the part of the city government, neglect on the part of the North Side 

merchants, neglect on the part of business generally, on the part of labor, and neglect on 

my part, too.”32 However, not all elected officials agreed with Mayor Naftalin’s public 

comments and his non-confrontational approach to subduing the rioters. In 1966 former 

North Minneapolis alderman Joe Greenstein stated that parts of his ward had become “’a 

kind of jungle infested with thieves, street robbers, panderers, prostitutes, narcotics 

addicts, and bootleggers.’”33 Rehearsing a common trope in popular culture akin to the 

image of the native as “savage” by calling North Minneapolis a “jungle,” Greenstein 

called for Mayor Naftalin to respond with proper force of the law or he would call for his 

resignation.  

 After the 1966 rebellion many disturbed white citizens called and wrote the mayor 

using a “threatening and unusually personal” tenor when expressing “opposition to a 

program aimed at providing job opportunities for young [Black] men and women and 

[Black] boys and girls who have been without jobs for a long period of time,” as Mayor 

Naftalin proposed in his radio address.34 Despite these vocal antagonists, Naftalin 

continued to publicly acknowledge the cities benign neglect of its Black population and 

reiterated the need to build better partnerships particularly between the police and the 

Black community. In the summer of 1966, the City of Minneapolis pulled on federal anti-

poverty program funds to create summer jobs for Black youth thinking that it would curb 

the heightened tension.35 However, Mayor Naftalin’s nominal efforts fell short of 

addressing the long term needs of the cities underserved Black population as one year 

later on the evening of July 20, 1967, a full-scale rebellion again led by Black youth on 
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Plymouth Avenue broke out. Six hundred National Guardsmen were mobilized to 

maintain order as looting, fires and reports of shooting made it clear to local and federal 

officials that the feeling of frustration and hopelessness among the Black community in 

North Minneapolis had intensified.  

 The social unrest in North Minneapolis resembled the rebellious spirit of racial 

uprisings in Detroit, Michigan and Newark, New Jersey, which led many politicians 

(liberal and conservative) to question the federally supported 1960s anti-poverty 

programs and the fraught relationships that everyday citizens were having with local 

authorities charged with administering them.36 The participatory politics of the 1960s 

New Deal Era suggested that civic participation and power in democracy were directly 

related and through their programs aimed to deliver some of that power back to everyday 

people. “The first formal efforts to institutionalize this central assumption of participatory 

democracy were embodied in community action agencies spawned by the Economic 

Opportunity Act of 1965. These agencies took the form of neighborhood organizations 

and community development corporations (CDCs).”37 However, in the minds of many 

politicians the urban riots of the late 1960s did not translate into the natural outcomes of 

decades of racial injustice. Syndicated Columnist and former speechwriter for John F. 

Kennedy, Joseph Kraft reflects on Washington’s growing resistance to the 

implementation of new urban welfare programs as many politicians argued that all civil 

rights would bring were more riots.   

The disposition now is to import into the ghettos the most prestigious and 
fruitful elements of modern America—the high-grade businesses and 
service organizations. Proposed legislation along these lines is already 
before congress, notably in the form of an urban housing bill introduced 
by Sen. Robert Kennedy. But no one believes such measures can have 
quick effects. Neither does anybody believe there is much chance of 
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passage until after 1968. For contrary to the view which endorses riots as a 
means of calling attention to grievances, the troubles in Newark have bred 
in Congress, and probably in the country, a mood that is hostile to any new 
programs of aid. In these circumstances, new attention is being directed to 
the role of the police. There is a growing feeling that nothing can work 
without more law and order.38 
 

 Riots are often viewed by white America as a senseless destruction of property 

and a threat to public stability. However, Black residents often view them as an inevitable 

byproduct of injustice, which does not mean that all residents condone destruction. It 

does, however, suggest that when two races are living in two worlds, “one white one 

black –separate and unequal” as the 1968 Kerner Commission Report states, there is 

bound to be social unrest. Immediately following the 1967 riots, Minneapolis Mayor 

Naftalin wrote a special report to the Minneapolis City Council where he indicated that 

“there is need for a wider familiarity with the basic facts relating to our non-white 

community. Despite our keen interest and our efforts in human relations, there is 

widespread ignorance. We are only beginning to discover the Other America.”39 

Referencing Michael Harrington’s sentiments in his popular book on U.S. poverty, The 

Other America, Naftalin presumed that Black residents living in North Minneapolis 

represented a problem that could no longer be ignored especially amid public acts of 

disobedience. These youth led rebellions enabled a public dialogue about injustice in 

North Minneapolis never seen before.  

 At a community meeting four days after the 1967 rebellion, over six hundred 

North Minneapolis residents, mostly Black, met with a number of city officials, including 

Mayor Naftalin, to confront ‘”the white power structure.’”40 In addition to getting Mayor 

Naftalin to agree to monthly meetings with the community to review problems in the 

police department, a number of audience members offered their analysis of why they 
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believed that the rebellion of 1967 took place. Some of the most common reasons given 

by Black residents were unequal employment opportunities, racial discrimination, lack of 

political representation, and unscrupulous landlords.   

“’One youth said the job he was offered after last year’s north side 
incident was ‘a frame.’ He said he was fired after three months ‘because 
they didn’t have room for me any more.’41  
 
“A man who gave his name as Leonard Weaver and declined to give his 
address said teen-agers riot because ‘they want their fathers to come home. 
They don’t have fathers because their fathers can’t give them anything.’”42 
 
“Mrs. [Theatrice] Williams said she teaches her children, what being 
‘black means’ and said ‘I also know what being blonde and blue-eyed 
means.  I don’t teach my children to hate yours,’ she said, turning to the 
officials, ‘and I hope you don’t teach yours to hate mine.’”43 
 
“Her husband [Mr. Theatrice Williams], who is the director of Phyllis 
Wheatley Settlement House, later made one of the few specific proposals 
of the night.  He asked for volunteers for a voter registration drive, 
apparently aiming at ousting [Joe] Greenstein.”44 
 
“Williams also suggested that welfare recipients with legitimate 
complaints of landlord abuses follow the example of Chicago Negroes. 
Withhold rent payments.”45 

 
 These responses were indicative of the ways that the city, state, and federal government 

had been dealing with (or not dealing with) its Black residents in North Minneapolis. By 

simply throwing temporary employment opportunities at the “Negro problem” after the 

1966 disturbances, hoping it would simply go away, only led many Black residents to 

begin to see the failures within the theory and practice of the anti-poverty program 

initiatives, which paid lip service to empowering the poor. As Syl Davis, the former 

Director of The Way, a youth recreation center, stated at the meeting, “’Instead of crash 

programs to prevent long hot summers there should be educational, training and job 

opportunities on a year-round basis for residents from 14 years on up.’”46  
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 The racially antagonistic environment in North Minneapolis post-1967 rebellion 

would propel everyday Black residents into collective action through a number of ad hoc 

community based efforts. Not surprisingly Black leaders differed on what the best 

strategies were to address the myriad problems that came along with Black social 

isolation. The North Minneapolis Area Housing Authority would walk directly into this 

contentious social context where residents had become used to having expectations and 

hopes aroused by federal and city anti-poverty programs only to be disappointed in the 

end. In Robert Aleshire’s article “Power to the People” in the Public Administration 

Review he quotes Robert Kennedy, then Attorney General, in the hearings before the 

House Subcommittee on the War on Poverty, stating  

…The institutions which affect the poor –education, welfare, recreation, 
business, labor—are huge, complex structures, operating far outside their 
control. They plan programs for the poor, not with them. Part of the sense 
of helplessness and futility comes from the feeling of powerlessness to 
affect the operation of these organizations.47 
 

Aleshire argues that the federal antipoverty program “grew essentially out of a realization 

that the natural forces of the economy would not produce the good life for all 

Americans.”48 This then necessitated that the poor be “given some compensatory 

leverage to petition their grievances against the institutions of society, both public and 

private. Thus emerged the concept of ‘maximum feasible participation of the poor’ in the 

conduct of antipoverty efforts.”49 The only way the poor could participate was if local 

civic leaders and the larger business community broadened their conception of 

community outreach and engagement that gave everyday people direct access to the 

decision making tables. Aleshire found this an ironic policy agenda considering that these 

programs aimed to give power to the people when in actuality in a democratic 



 

  60 

government power came from the people in the first place. However, “some people, of 

course, really have more power than others, and those who effectively control or 

influence the establishment of the mores of the society have been able to control the 

extent to which others in society are able to exercise their own free will, individually and 

collectively.”50 Minneapolis Mayor Naftalin publically supported the protection and 

enlargement of the anti-poverty programs and in official correspondence to the 

Minneapolis City Council stated that it would only work if all residents were “permitted 

to participate in policy making activities of boards, commissions and projects.”51 The 

North Minneapolis Area Housing Authority would take the federal anti-poverty program 

mandate and its federal public policy language that required the “maximum feasible 

participation” of the poor serious even if many other civic leaders did not.  

North Minneapolis Area Housing Authority: Investing in Black Residential Voices  

 Richard Brustad, the North Minneapolis Area Director for the MHRA stated that 

prior to the disturbances of 1967 he had worked closely with former Jewish residents and 

business owners to develop a plan for the redevelopment of Plymouth Av. However, after 

the mass emigration of many Jewish residents which began with the clearance of slums 

and steadily increased post-rebellion, Mr. Brustad and his staff needed to develop a new 

community engagement model that would include the voices of rising civic Black 

leadership. Mr. Brustad found the inclusion of local Black voices to be critical to the 

development of the urban renewal project primarily because the 1949 Housing Act, 

which was amended in 1954 and 1956 by President Dwight Eisenhower, provided federal 

funding for not only new construction and demolition, but for the rehabilitation and 

preservation of declining areas. In short, Mr. Brustad believed that Black residents had a 
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vision of community and it needed to be supported. As such, including the perspectives 

of local residents was imperative to the success of the rehabilitation process. However, 

Mr. Brustad said that he was having a terrible time trying to communicate with the Black 

population amid the unwieldy nature of various new collaborative efforts that arose post-

rebellion like the Northside Federation.52As a result, Mr. Brustad decided to hire Dennis 

Wynn who formerly worked at one of Minneapolis’ first settlement houses named Unity 

Settlement House. Wynn had a social work background that drew upon a Saul Alinsky 

model of community organizing.53 Wynn suggested that the MHRA should build a strong 

collective of North Minneapolis residents to develop a common vision, help lead the rest 

of the community into action, and to guide the redevelopment of the Near Northside 

urban renewal project.54 In agreement, the North Minneapolis Area Housing Authority 

decided to form a project area committee and give this committee “the responsibility of 

being designated as the official voice of a community to advise the MHRA on its urban 

renewal activities.”55 However, not all city bureaucrats would agree that empowering 

Black residents was the best approach to urban redevelopment.   

 Despite the provocative federally sanctioned anti-poverty program language that 

required the “maximum feasible participation” of the poor, Mr. Brustad stated that, 

HUD [U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development] was 
opposed to that [the formation of a project area citizen advisory council], 
most of downtown [Minneapolis bureaucrats] … the planning commission 
of Minneapolis was opposed to that [to]. The tradition in Minneapolis and 
Saint Paul both was that the professional experts in the planning 
department and [the] downtown housing and redevelopment authority 
knew what needed to be done and they didn’t need advice from residents. 
It was our belief that that wasn’t going to work at all.56 
 

HUD would initially deny Mr. Brustad’s proposal to form a council of North Minneapolis 

residents to advise and make recommendations for the direction of the Near North Side 
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urban renewal project. However, Charles Krussell, the Executive Director of the 

Minneapolis Housing and Redevelopment Authority, bought into the idea, which in Mr. 

Brustad’s experience was the first time that anybody from the top levels of city 

government supported the idea of empowering residents who had historically been 

excluded from local decision-making processes, which according to Minneapolis city 

officials was one of the first of its kind in the nation.57  

So I recall what we did is we got a committee together to talk about the 
creation of this project area committee, and Richard [Jefferson] was part 
of it, I was part of it [Mr. Brustad], Dennis Wynn that I mentioned, who 
lived on the Northside … his wife Elaine Wynn and T. [Theatrice] 
Williams was part of that team [the Director of Phyllis Wheatley 
Settlement House] and then we also had an intern Jean Schmidt she was a 
University [of Minnesota] graduate student who I think did the staff work 
for us.58  
 

Mr. Richard Jefferson served as the temporary chairman of the ad hoc North Minneapolis 

council and worked alongside Mr. Theatrice Williams and the others mentioned to help to 

develop procedures for electing the permanent council.59 Born in 1931 in Morning Sun, 

Ohio, Mr. Jefferson came to Minnesota in April of 1963 as Head of the Chemistry Lab at 

Fort Snelling in Bloomington, MN. He moved to North Minneapolis where he could find 

community and later became the first chairman of the Northside Federation.60 Mr. 

Williams was born in Sunflower County, Mississippi in 1934. Recruited to be a social 

worker for the North Minneapolis Unity Settlement House in 1965 and after less than a 

year of living in North Minneapolis, Mr. Williams was invited to be the Executive 

Director of the Phyllis Wheatley Settlement House, which was the only Black settlement 

house in Minneapolis.61 Both men were recruited to the Minneapolis area and 

unexpectedly found a dire need for leadership in the Black community. Mr. Williams 

would state that, “I had no intention of staying in Minneapolis for more than 2 years.” 
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However, Williams and Jefferson, like many others, would find that urban social unrest 

opened a window of opportunity for those looking to build Black civic leadership, which 

is how they both found themselves as the original architects of the Northside Resident 

Redevelopment Council (NRRC).    

  In a Minneapolis Star article entitled “Guidelines Approved for City Residents 

Redevelopment Unit” Mr. Jefferson is quoted as saying, “’all proposals for development 

in the area which are submitted to the Housing Authority in the future will be referred to 

the council for its opinions and recommendations.’”62 This was a remarkable amount of 

power being reallocated to North Minneapolis residents, because “conceivably, this also 

would include any plans which [then Minnesota] Gov. Harold LeVander might submit 

for the rebuilding of Plymouth Av., which he told the City Council is of vital concern to 

the state.”63 After the MHRA announced in late 1968 that it would be creating NRRC, 

methods of election and organization soon followed. Mr. Jefferson is quoted in a 

Minneapolis Star article stating that while, “’redevelopment is a positive factor in the 

long-range view, there are many negative factors in the short-range aspects. The council 

can help in these negative factors.’ Among such short-range factors are relocation or 

displacement of some residents, he said.”64 The original architects of NRRC were 

astutely aware of the history of urban clearance and displacement, which framed the 

council’s sense of purpose from the beginning. As such, the council organizers saw the 

bodies’ function as a new form of checks and balances, which enabled the community to 

determine what was in their best interest particularly as it relates to the restructuring of 

the built environment. Jefferson went on to state that, “all problems won’t be solved, or 

eliminated by the council, but that some would be, and those persons adversely affected 
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at least would be informed of the reasons by members of their own neighborhood.”65 This 

project area committee would originally be created to advise the Housing Authority. In 

doing so, it gave everyday Black residents the ability to resist by gaining information and 

knowledge of urban city government processes that they had otherwise been denied. 

The People’s Election: A Multiracial Coalition Led by Everyday Black Residents   

 The election boundaries for the Northside Resident Redevelopment Council 

(NRRC) included 17 districts. The districts were subdivisions of the five school districts 

in the area. One representative would be elected from each district to serve on the 

council, and the 17 elected would then appoint 13 other delegates from the alternate list 

making it a 30-member resident advisory board. On February 13, 1969, Near North 

residents went to their designated polling places to cast a vote in an election that would 

give them direct influence over the urban redevelopment process in their neighborhoods. 

The Minneapolis Star provided photos of the candidates seeking to become elected 

delegates along with their address, profession and age.66 Of the 53 people seeking 

election 30% (16) were white men, 30% (16) were Black men, 25% (13) were white 

women and 15% (8) were Black women. 55% of those seeking election were white 

residents and 45% of those seeking election were Black residents. Considering that in 

1969 North Minneapolis had not yet amassed the political power necessary to elect a 

Black resident to City Hall, this election became the first that ensured that white 

bureaucrats downtown were not simply framing the urban agenda without Black residents 

at the table. After the election, sixteen of the seventeen elected positions were filled with 

each district having two or more challengers and one precinct ending in a tie, which was 

broken in a special run-off election. This new access to the decision making table should 
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not be misconstrued as real political power as the city government still needed to put its 

liberal ethos to the test by relinquishing some of its own power to empower the new 

council. 

 Northside Resident Redevelopment Council Election Districts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Figure 6: Photo of the Northside Resident Redevelopment Council’s election 
 district’s in 1968 courtesy of the Minnesota Star.  

 
 This highly visible election became a marker of transformation for Black 

residents in North Minneapolis and a moment of anxiety for City Hall, because it 

necessitated that they begin the process of reimagining government. City Hall needed to 

move away from simply aiming to centralize government functions and implement city 

charters to realize state laws and move toward giving civic leaders the tools to empower 

Black citizens to actively participate in city governance. City bureaucrats at the time 

believed that, 

…citizen involvement could take either or both of two forms. One would 
be to provide greater advisory or policy-making representation for the 
poor and minorities at City Hall level. The other would be to take city 
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operations closer to the neighborhood—through task forces of city 
officials as in New York.67  
 

Although Mr. Brustad did not gain the support of most city bureaucrats, he was able to 

convince the right ones that creating NRRC and empowering Black residents to guide the 

urban redevelopment process was in fact the best way to implement federal policies at the 

time. Little did Mr. Brustad know that he would in fact become a major part of helping to 

organize one of the City of Minneapolis’ most influential resident based leadership 

structures that would later be replicated throughout the city in multiple neighborhoods. 

Nor could city bureaucrats imagine that NRRC would one day seek autonomy from the 

MHRA with the goals of building its own social and political capital. These major 

transformations took place when formerly unengaged Black residents seized an 

unexpected window of opportunity for civic leadership development.  

From the Streets to the Council: Cultivating Communal Black Leadership     

After NRRC elected its first slate of advisory council members a number of 

notable working class Blacks leaders would rise from the Northside. Mr. Richard Harvey 

Parker was born in December of 1928 and would “come up together in the streets” of 

North Minneapolis with Mr. Van White.68 An early life of “hustling and troublemaking” 

and a short stint as a boxer would change drastically as federal funds from the anti-

poverty programs opened formally unattainable employment opportunities. Mr. Parker 

was the former Housing Coordinator for the Citizens Community Centers and the 

Housing and Tenants Advisor for Pilot City, both institutions and/or agencies that were 

created through the federal anti-poverty program initiatives. When discussing how he got 

the job at these aforementioned institutions, Mr. Parker stated that, “The guy that hired 

me knew that I grew up in the streets and hired me, because he knew we were gonna 
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encounter some pretty rough folks. People living by their wits, stealing, hustling, and 

pimping.”69 The anti-poverty programs required that Community Action Agencies 

employ people from the underrepresented communities that their programming aimed to 

serve. Referred to as the “new career movement,” Mr. Parker gained access to a stable 

job that taught him technical skills, but this also placed him in a position to be a buffer 

between federal anti-poverty programs and the people that they aimed to serve.70 

Mr. Parker would serve as the Executive Director of NRRC for about two decades 

during which time NRRC would advise the MHRA on the building of the Plymouth 

Avenue Shopping Center and 235 new housing constructions among many other 

development projects. In addition, NRRC moved beyond its advisory function and 

developed its own programming, which included the Rental Clearing House program. 

This program assisted landlords in finding responsible tenants, educated landlords on 

their responsibility as managers, and provided the resources needed for tenants to 

understand their rights. Through this program and others like it, NRRC expanded on its 

original function as an advisory council to become stewards of community. By helping to 

improve and preserve the community for all constituents, NRRC moved beyond the value 

laden politics of homeownership, which the FHA programs excluded Blacks from 

participating in with the rise of suburbia. 

 In the late 1930s, the now deceased Mr. Van White moved with his family into 

the Sumner Field Homes at age thirteen and received Aid to Dependent Children.71 Mr. 

White would later become one of the founders of the Willard-Homewood Organization 

and serve as Chair for multiple terms.72 “Under White’s leadership, ‘Willard-Homewood 

Organization became one of the first groups to seek [italics for emphasis] renewal for 
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their area,’ said Richard Jefferson…others had it inflicted on them.”73 White was 

determined to ensure that the homes in the Willard-Homewood area would not be dull 

dozed and instead with leadership from the organization “some people bought neglected 

homes for $1 and fixed them, others waited until they could get low-interest home repair 

loans to fix up what they had.”74 This is clear illustration of the ways that Black citizens 

and their residential allies resisted the exclusionary politics of the FHA loan programs 

and its distaste for the inner city. Mr. White was an appointed member of NRRC and 

spent a lot of his time trying to minimize the effects that displacement had in urban 

redevelopment projects while simultaneously working toward preserving the housing 

stock in his own neighborhood. Mr. White would later become the first Black alderman 

to be elected to the Minneapolis City Council from North Minneapolis in 1979.  

These everyday Black leaders would exemplify the rise of a new type of engaged 

Black citizen that was necessary in order to develop the social capital that a formerly 

politically weak, socially isolated and under resourced community needed. I conceive of 

social capital in much the same way that James DeFilippis does in “The Myth of Social 

Capital in Community Development,” where he argues that the building of social capital 

should not only aim to create a set of shared values and trust among low-income 

communities, but also “allow those networks to realize greater control and power over 

flows of capital that play such an important role in shaping and producing American 

cities.”75 In short, local power brokers must be willing to relinquish some of their power 

and resources to empower those that have been left behind. However, gaining greater 

control over financial resources through the MHRA was initially a battle.   

In March 1970, one year after NRRCs first official election, the council petitioned 
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the Housing and Redevelopment Authority for greater budgetary autonomy to contract 

with a lawyer to assist the resident based group in “analyzing urban renewal guidelines, 

in making technical planning decisions and in evaluating requests from social service 

organizations for new facilitates.”76 This request, which was reportedly “sparked by 

occasional bitter exchanges,” would end in the council only getting approved for $10,000 

out of the $89,000 it requested for a consultant. NRRC Council spokesmen Melvin 

Brown is quoted as saying, “’without expertise, how are we going to get effective 

residential input? Without residential input, this plan is going to grind to a halt. We are 

being denied the very ingredient we need to do a job.”77 The MHRA Board Chairman 

Charles Horn stated, “he wouldn’t authorize ‘one cent until Chicago and Washington 

gives us approval.’”78 This type of hostile skepticism, which then relied on federal 

approval, worked in contradiction to the anti-poverty programs goal of allowing local 

agencies to ensure the “maximum feasible participation” of the poor. Moments like these 

challenged local bureaucrats who thought that it was simply enough to provide a space 

for historically underrepresented communities to develop shared values and provide their 

opinion. The development of social capital for NRRC was as much dependent on space to 

develop shared values, as it was a redistribution of financial resources and the 

development of their own community capacity building. Over the next few decades 

NRRC would continue to wrestle with its need for more direct control over the urban 

redevelopment process amid its contractual relationship as an advisory council to the 

MHRA. However, NRRC would not be in existence long before shifts in federal and city 

funding to cities with the rise of neoliberalism would provide roadblocks for the council 

and the Housing Authority. Decades of defunding post-riots aimed to dismantle any gains 
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made by urban welfare programs and the bodies of empowerment they created.    

Surviving The Neoliberalization of the City: Black Resilience in the Face of Defunding   

 On October 21, 1968, the Minneapolis Mayor’s Office published a press release 

that warned that a Republican victory [Richard Nixon-Spiro Agnew] in November of 

1968 could seriously endanger a number of urban welfare programs that were already 

underway. It was reported the Nixon was “’willing to take slightly more unemployment 

in the short run,’” to ensure price stability. However, Mayor Naftalin and his regional 

mayoral allies understood that higher unemployment and lack of training programs were 

major causes of street violence and social unrest. The mayors supported the presidential 

candidacy of then United States Vice-President Hubert Humphrey whom the New York 

Times stated was well aware of the causes of poverty and the grave impact Nixon’s 

conservative economic strategy would have on domestic programs as the press release 

cited. In short, a Nixon victory threatened the safety and vitality of declining inner city 

communities across the nation. The rise of local conservative leadership post-riots also 

became an immediate threat to Minneapolis Mayor Art Naftalin’s support of the anti-

poverty program agenda.   

 Then police detective Charles Stenvig would run against Mayor Naftalin in 1969 

and win using a campaign centered on bringing “law-and-order” back to the city, because 

as stated he felt the city had been taken over by militant Blacks.79 This shift in local 

leadership in the early 1970s would fall directly in line with the election of Richard 

Nixon in 1968, which former Mayor Naftalin and other liberal democrats feared. The 

Nixon administration would shift away from the War on Poverty toward a War on Crime 

that purported that “law-and-order” was the answer to the social unrest throughout the 
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nation. The Nixon administration promised the nation that law enforcement agencies 

would be the only ones to receive an increase in federal funds.80 Still fuming over the 

decade of riots in major inner city areas, Nixon and his conservative allies began to 

slowly dismantle President Johnson’s War on Poverty programs. In his 1973 State of the 

Union address, Nixon stated, “…the hour of urban crisis has passed,” while in fact these 

urban centers were still trying to rebuild and stabilize themselves. As a result many 

federal anti-poverty programs were immediately defunded. For instance, The North 

Minneapolis Pilot City Health and Wellness Center, which was the first of its kind, would 

lose major federal funding for its clinic in 1973, which then forced the county to begin to 

directly fund Pilot City programs causing a drain on local resources. 

 Nixon’s administration would end “project-based renewal and the construction of 

public housing for families,” and created new tools for redevelopment to reduce federal 

control over local government and eliminated spatially defined projects, which made the 

creation of NRRC possible.81 Nixon created Community Development Block Grants 

(CDBG), which was a financial tool that the federal government gave to local 

governments with far fewer restrictions and less monitoring than the former urban 

renewal programs, a level of oversight that aimed to benefit low-income communities. 

Nixon aimed to slowly deregulate redevelopment giving more power to state 

governments in design and implementation, which “effectively erodes the role of 

comprehensive planning in city redevelopment.”82 This also was in contradiction to the 

anti-poverty programs intent to maneuver around those local and state power brokers who 

had systemically denied the poor the right to participate by giving local neighborhoods 

the power to administer federal resources.  
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  After Republican Ronald Reagan was elected as President in 1980, allocations of 

CDBG funds would decline steadily in central cities and increase in suburban areas as his 

administration aimed to eliminate the program completely. 83  

At the federal level, spending for cities during the 1980s decreased as 
well. For example, between 1981 and 1985, HUD’s housing budget 
decreased by almost 70 percent. Similar cuts for direct assistance 
programs were imposed throughout HUD. By contrast, funding for general 
nonurban areas, including countries and suburbs, increased by over 60 
percent from$69 billion to over $114 billion, and suburbs received more 
Community Development Block Grant dollars than did cities. Thus, a 
substantial amount of federal funding shifted from the cities to the suburbs 
during the 1980s. 

 
In response to the drastic decline in federal support for urban welfare programs and the 

persistent growth of poverty, the City of Minneapolis began to rely more heavily on 

private development investments, revenue bonds, and the implementation of Tax 

Increment Finance districts to raise funds for the local share of inner city project 

expenses. In addition, Minneapolis returned toward more centralized control over the 

redevelopment process and merged the MHRA with its own city created agency called 

the Minneapolis Community Development Agency (MCDA).   

This change appeared to be a streamlining of the process, but in fact 
planning and development were maintained as separate functions. City 
planners reported to the city council, but development was implemented 
by the MCDA. Not surprisingly, many found this a cumbersome process. 
In effect, three city agencies administered development: the city council; 
the MCDA, which handled tax increment financing, oversaw commercial 
and industrial properties as well as housing; and the Minneapolis 
Industrial Development Commission (MIDC), which managed industrial 
revenue bonds as well as buying and selling industrial land.84  
 

These efforts by the city to account for lost federal dollars and centralize power would 

only position former independent agencies like the MHRA at odds with the city and place 

NRRC on the chopping block. “The old HRA staff, now within MCDA, defined 
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themselves as the protectors of the citizen participation process, which they feared the 

politicians did not sufficiently respect. One long-time city employee summed up the 

city’s development process as ‘screwed up and chaotic.’”85 After Nixon eliminated 

project-based renewal and the City of Minneapolis created the MCDA and absorbed the 

MHRA, NRRC was “suppose[d] to be out of business in ’75.”86 Simply put, the agencies 

that created, sustained and supported the creation of NRRC were now experiencing 

severe federal budget cuts and had to look toward private sources of support to sustain 

it’s operations. 

 For instance, in 1976 NRRC was awarded a grant through the MHRA from the 

McKnight foundation to create three demonstration housing blocks on Plymouth Av., the 

site of the 1966 and 1967 rebellions. The grant would cover “the costs of building 10 new 

houses and rehabilitating five existing single and multiple dwellings on land owned by 

the HRA.”87 This project uniquely combined foundation money, HRA federal resources 

and a citizen’s group collective efforts to revive interest in rebuilding Plymouth Av., 

which had dissipated after a new administration (i.e., Richard Nixon) had slowly 

dismantled the federal resources originally allocated for the Near Northside urban 

renewal project. “One can readily see that Plymouth Av. has lagged behind other 

neighborhoods going through redevelopment. One reason cited by [William] Smith 

[Director of Special Programs at the HRA] is that the federal government has been cool 

to proposals for funding damaged by rioting.”88 Many city bureaucrats were not in full 

support of the creation of NRRC and were skeptical of the organization’s ability to secure 

private funding, which left its future in the balance of shifting federal economic policies. 

The uncertain future of former anti-poverty program initiatives became even clearer in 
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1986 when loss of more federal funds under Ronald Reagan’s administration caused Pilot 

City to go from 56 staff to 28 and to close three of its satellite clinics.89 However, NRRC 

would persevere.  

 NRRC would sign a contract with MCDA in 1981 with the support of the old 

MHRA. However, the city voted to abolish the MCDA in 1986 and folded its functions 

back into the city council in order to regain centralized control over urban redevelopment, 

which is now commonly referred to as the Community Planning and Economic 

Development office (CPED). As deterioration and social unrest returned to North 

Minneapolis and federal disinvest in resident-based participation continued, NRRC’s new 

leaders, Matthew Ramadan, stepped in to reinvigorate the organization by instilling a new 

sense of resiliency.   

The problems our community faces are large but not insurmountable. We 
have already overcome the first and most difficult obstacle because we 
believe in ourselves enough to accept that efforts geared at improving the 
Northside are not futile! We have both the faith and the courage to change 
the image of North Minneapolis from one of depression, crime and 
negativism to one of hope, responsibility and prosperity. Let us all work 
together in unity and as the saying goes, ‘Keep the faith Baby!’90 
 

The new Executive Director, Ramadan would lead NRRC in its efforts to 

shutdown crack houses in the neighborhood, publicize slumlord alerts, organize a 

group called Black Men Against Narcotics to participate in criminal prevention 

activities and transform the organization from an advisory council to a 

Community Development Corporation (CDC) in the 1990s. “We believe local 

ownership and neighborhood control is the only way to insure that our interests 

are met.”91 By October 1990, NRRC had begun the process of moving beyond 

rehabilitating dilapidating properties toward co-ownership and property 
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management to “no longer allow businesses to come here and then turn their 

backs on us and our concerns.”92 NRRC is an exemplary example of the role that 

resistant Black citizenship has played in challenging racially discriminatory 

public policies. First, everyday Black residents (Richard Jefferson and Theatrice 

Williams) led the creation of NRRC for the purpose of combating the negative 

history of urban clearance and displacement that public policy had to long 

condoned. They also would become some of the Black communities most notable 

Black civic leaders. Mr. Jefferson would retain his job as a federal employee and 

maintain numerous leadership roles in a number of Northside groups, be 

appointed by former Mayor Albert Hofstede to the MHRA Board and then 

become a Minnesota State Representative in 1987.93 Mr. Williams would go to on 

run the Minnesota Ombudsman for Corrections Office, which arose in response to 

the Attica Prison Uprising in 1971, and become an elected member of the 

Minneapolis School Board.94 Second, the council dispelled the popular notion that 

inner city Black residents simply accepted powerlessness by not only petitioning 

for additional resources to further educate and inform the council to better do their 

job, but also through the development of their own community based programs 

and engagement agenda that supported owners and non-owners. Third, in the face 

of decreased federal funding, a dismantled Housing Authority, and lack of faith 

from city bureaucrats, new Black leadership (Matthew Ramadan) moved the 

council from its advisory capacity to a CDC so they could become property 

owners and managers in their own neighborhoods.  
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 By employing a politics of memory, this historical analysis has shown not 

only the ways that racialized public policies continue to disenfranchise the Black 

urban poor even when they gain a seat at the table, but that we fail to 

acknowledge their everyday forms of resistance when we turn a blind eye to their 

continued histories of struggle for self-determination. In short, our urban 

historical narratives lack a grassroots political analysis that exemplifies the 

spirited efforts of everyday community based activists as they resist the enduring 

qualities of racialized public policies out of daily necessity. And the struggle 

continues.  

Racial Segregation and Policies of Benign Neglect Have Endured, And Yet We 
Still Resist: Resistant Black Women Carrying The Torch  
  
 North Minneapolis Black community activists, practitioners, and their allies came 

together after the 2011 tornado and created the Northside Community Response Team 

(NCRT) to galvanize their own resources to help displaced residents, because they found 

the city was not doing enough to aid displaced tornado victims, many of whom were 

renters. During one of the NCRTs regularly scheduled public meetings Henry Reimer, the 

Assistant Director of the City of Minneapolis Regulatory Department, would state that 

they (i.e., the City) were “going beyond their role as code enforcers” and have assessed 

over 7,000 properties, which aimed to indicate that the city was in fact doing something 

despite popular perception.95 However, Reimer would later state that the only problem 

that the city foresaw was the large number of uninsured and over mortgaged landlords in 

North Minneapolis who could look at the tornado as an opportunity to allow their 

properties to become condemned and walk away, leaving many residents unable to 

return. In short, the City was ill equipped, because they were scrambling to figure out 
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what, if anything, they could do about a community of mostly Black renters living under 

the management of slumlords. The City was well aware of this state of affairs before the 

tornado, but had decided not to do anything about it, which falls directly in line with the 

ways that municipal boundary lines separated the Black neighborhoods of North 

Minneapolis from affluent white neighborhoods demarcating which communities were 

more deserving of services and public policy defense. A year after the tornado, “’they 

haven’t cleaned up North as they would have southeast or somewhere near Kenwood,’ 

said North Minneapolis activist Mel Reeves, who credited the Northside Community 

Response Team with filling the void left by the City following the storm. ‘I don’t believe 

that any other part of the city would be allowed to have houses sitting around with this 

kind of roof damage over this amount of time.’”96 This further illustrates how important 

the creation of the NCRT was in that moment, because it took the creation of a 

community based approach to disaster relief led by Black activists, institutional leaders 

and their allies to place city officials in a position where they had to be forthcoming about 

its politics of benign neglect. Everyday forms of Black resistance continue to be 

motivated by the need to ensure that Black residents in North Minneapolis do not get left 

behind. The NCRTs arose in a time of crisis, as did the Northside Resident 

Redevelopment Council (NRRC). In times of crisis history has shown Black residents 

that if you are not at the table you are on the chopping block and in this case the NCRT 

created its own table, galvanized its own resources, and centered the needs of those 

rendered voiceless. It is ehen looking at the resistant political tactics of engaged Black 

citizens as they interface with local power brokers in their efforts to shift the urban 

renewal agenda that uneven landscapes of power are exposed.   
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 In the next chapters I continue to explore how Black residents living in the 

neoliberal city resist racialized public policies and increase their own political power in 

the process. The first act of resistance came as a result of socially and politically created 

concentrated poverty and designated public housing communities as a place of 

containment for the Black urban poor. I focus on the understudied and undervalued 

voices of defiant Black women living and working in North Minneapolis as they carry the 

torch of resistance from this historical background into the local trenches today. The rise 

of neoliberalism, which resulted in the defunding of the inner city and the systemic 

weakening of the poor’s earlier claims for the right to participate in local decision making 

processes, has set the stage for the next sequence of dramatic acts in Black women’s 

history of resistance.  
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Surviving Inhospitable Environments: Remembering Public Housing, Black Women 

Resisting the Deconcentration of Poverty, and Confronting the Ruses of the Mixed 

Income Housing Model 

 
 
 
 For Black women to organize and do social justice work where you are 
dealing with a lot of white leadership is challenging because of the power 
dynamics. You have frontline organizers to organize people of color and 
deal with the people while the leadership structure was almost always 
white. You are a buffer and a massager of the people. I saw a lot of 
people get out of organizing, because of how exhausting it was. You’re 
good as long as you’re smart and your fiery, not to fiery as long as you 
stay in your lane. This is hard for those that really want to do the type of 
organizing that challenges racial politics. The overt racist is easy to 
name, but calling out progressive leaders that’s a whole other thing. 
    

          -Jackie Byers1 
 
 
 When discussing empowering methodologies, feminist ethnographers such as 

Diane Wolf and Cheryl Rodriguez note that feminist scholars who want to disrupt 

unequal power relations should consider utilizing participatory research methods.2 This is 

done in multiple ways, but ultimately the researcher and participant(s) are collaboratively 

involved in the development of the research question, design, analysis and writing, which 

Patricia Hill Collins argues is central for the production of Black feminist thought.3 In 

this chapter I center resistant Black women from the past and their contemporary sisters 

struggling to carry their torch in the local trenches today, because we are still collectively 

developing tools to survive inhospitable urban spaces. 

 In doing so, I work with empowered community participants to analyze the ways 

that their political contexts create and maintain social isolation while collaboratively 
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theorizing new ways of combating the epistemic and material violences imposed by the 

city and state. I expand on the intervention made in chapter one, which illustrates that 

racialized public policies have created inhospitable social and political environments for 

the Black urban poor by examining the barriers that Black women organizers and 

community-based leaders living and working in post-1968 public housing must confront 

working within and outside local empowerment bodies. More specifically, I argue that 

the policies and discourses that center the deconcentration of poverty and the mixed 

income-housing model as the remedy for the poor only serves to displace and 

disempower Black residents. Through documenting the memories and contemporary 

actions of Black women resisting these affordable housing policies and their 

accompanying dominant discourses, my community based collaborators and I show that 

the fight for fair and affordable housing in Near North is being waged without those most 

affected at the decision making table. Those most affected are always already on the 

chopping block particularly when narratives put forth by the mainstream media, local 

power brokers, and dominant political discourse blame impoverished residents for inner 

city Black poverty and crime. This discursive ruse aims to legitimate racialized 

paternalistic public policy interventions by demonizing Black communities and Black 

urban spaces more specifically. 

 In this chapter, I first use the historical memories of Black women who lived in 

the Sumner-Glenwood projects in Near North to show how they used a public politics of 

activist mothering to defy the popular imaginations deception of single Black mothers 

and public housing spaces as inherently criminal and deviant. This section will be 

supported by literature that provides a similar counter hegemonic narrative from Black 
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women in public housing communities in Baltimore, MD and Chicago, IL. Second, I use 

first hand accounts from Black female organizers, Jackie Byers and Neva Walker, who 

both played an integral role in leading Minneapolis’ largest citywide affordable housing 

campaign by helping to create the Northside Neighbors for Justice (NNJ) as they resisted 

the Hollman v. Cisneros legal mandate to deconcentrate poverty and tear down public 

housing. This section will pay close attention to both the discourse of deconcentration of 

poverty as well as the politics of citizen participation in local neighborhood associations. 

Third, I provide a real-time examination of the ways that contemporary Black female 

organizers and community based leaders living and working in the Sumner-Glenwood 

neighborhood are challenging the viability of the mixed income housing model as the 

solution for the Black urban poor and interfacing with the exclusionary politics of 

neighborhood associations in a mixed income community that is presumably supposed to 

integrate socioeconomic diversity, not fuel tensions between different economic classes. I 

conclude by assessing the contemporary state of Black urban citizenship in the 

contemporary neoliberal city.  

Remembering Public Housing: A Process of Historical Disorientation  
 
 In contrast to the hegemonic narratives that depict public housing as a breeding 

ground for deficient cultural norms, the narratives of Black women who lived in and 

fought for public housing reveal how the state and its related agencies undermined 

opportunities for safer, more egalitarian housing options for Black residents in Near 

North. I collaborated with Black female organizer and Heritage Park affordable housing 

resident, Candace Bakion, and organized a small intimate gathering at Heritage Park (the 

new mixed income housing development where the Sumner-Glenwood projects used to 
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stand). We broke bread and shared life histories with Gloria Jackson, Vanessa Dillon, and 

Annie Balentine. Ms. Jackson was born in Louisiana, Ms. Dillon was born in Kansas, and 

Ms. Balentine was born in Arkansas. Ms. Dillon and Ms. Balentine migrated to more than 

one state before finding a home in North Minneapolis. These Black women were all 

single mothers raising their children in the Sumner-Glenwood public housing projects in 

the wake of the 1968 urban riots on Plymouth Avenue. My collaborator, Bakion, was 

seeking a better understanding of the competing narratives of affordable housing activism 

of the 1990s, which questioned whether or not former residents wanted the Sumner-

Glenwood projects demolished, and for those that did, if Heritage Park, the mixed income 

model that replaced the former projects, was that vision of community they were seeking. 

Bakion was born in 1969 in Minneapolis, MN, and growing up she spent a short time in 

the Sumner-Glenwood projects, but she stated that she was too young to recall the 

experience. Her mother told her that they left because the conditions of the properties 

were so bad. Bakion, similar to early public housing residents, sought a public housing 

unit at Heritage Park, because of the amenities provided in the units such as washer and 

dryer and central air. Bakion is currently unemployed.  

 A form of historical disorientation, our collective research praxis sought out 

former Black women public housing residents and resistant organizers to help us piece 

together narratives of a lost history of struggle that would unearth an incomplete story of 

public housing resistance. As such, we aimed to explore gendered forms of cultural 

memory and political erasure for the purposes of producing a counter hegemonic 

narrative about the fight for affordable housing in Near North. In our collective historical 

memory work we found that public housing projects were not always abject spaces, and 
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that despite the popular imagination’s depiction of single Black motherhood, these 

women were resistant mothering subjects. It would be more appropriate to say that it was 

the city and state that were the culprits in creating urban decay and reproducing its 

accompanying narratives of Black cultural pathology. 

Activist Mothering: Defying Popular Stereotypes of Black Motherhood   
 
 When 5pm would roll around, everyone would pull out their grills and turn their 

radios to what was then WMOJ (now commonly known as KMOJ), a low powered radio 

station that played rhythm and blues. The station itself was located in the public housing 

projects, had limited hours, and had a frequency that could only be reached a few blocks 

from the station itself. This was a radio station created by and for Black community 

residents in the Sumner-Glenwood projects. “Residents would be up to 2 or 3 O’clock in 

the morning after listening to WMOJ and there would be no fights, no killing, no 

shooting, nothing just community.”4 As each woman collectively reminisced about what 

Ms. Balentine called the “good old days,” and when Ms. Jackson stated “people didn’t do 

all the crime and killing and stuff,” they agreed that their early experiences living in 

public housing were full of memories of community and friendship that centered on the 

welfare of all the neighborhood children including their own.  

 Ms. Balentine a mother of three children, proudly stated, “my baby son is a 

captain pilot …I raised my kids by myself!” Despite, the “common sense” framing of 

public housing projects as breeding grounds for a culture of poverty with untamed 

illegitimate Black children, Ms. Balentine found it important when introducing herself to 

first assert her worth as a mother through her own child’s success, which the 1965 Daniel 

Moynihan Report on the Negro Family indicated was unlikely because her household 
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lacked the Black patriarch.5 The other women joined in with affirmative moans and 

praise, which was indicative of these women’s need to legitimate their personhood and 

their commitment to the ethics of care as maternal figures living in a community created 

to maintain undesirable populations.6 Simply asking everyone to introduce themselves 

and what they remembered most about public housing engendered laughing, shared 

memories, and a need to claim success through their children. The importance of 

communal mothering was a central part of each of these women’s memories of public 

housing before its slow deterioration in the late 1980s.  

 Ms. Jackson stated, “I was a safe house for the kids.” Describing a time where 

families trusted one another to collectively look out for the neighborhood children, Ms. 

Jackson talked with purpose when she discussed taking in a young Native girl in the dead 

of winter, fed her and a few hours later before it got dark she saw the young girl’s mother 

looking for her in the streets. Ms. Jackson paused and then proudly stated to the group “I 

said to her mother… I got her!” Ms. Dillon asked the group, “Do ya’ll remember 

‘grandma’?” The women collectively chimed in and talked about a local Black elder who 

would voluntarily round up the neighborhood kids and lead Sunday school. Describing a 

weekly ritual that the mothers would anticipate as a part of the communal effort to 

support the children’s spiritual development, these memories exemplified two important 

ways that public housing residents redefined community: (1) family was not simply 

delineated by blood, and (2) all residents took responsibility for the neighborhood 

children by ensuring their safety and spiritual enrichment. This is illustrated first through 

the naming of fictive kin (i.e., “grandma”). As a sign of respect in the Black community 

many will call those who are not blood relatives “auntie”, “grandma”, “cousin” or 
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“uncle” to confirm the person’s importance to not just one particular bonded family unit, 

but to an entire community of poor and working class Black families living in social 

isolation—which Dillon explained that she often relied on. 

  Ms. Jackson’s role as a safe house mother further illustrates the ways that a non-

normative family structure within public housing communities guided the “socially 

responsible individualism of Black women’s community work.”7 These women were 

compelled not by popular custom, but by communal necessity to develop ways of living 

that began to address the growing issues that being subject to concentrated of poverty 

brings, and it is telling that the majority of those actions centered on the neighborhood 

children and their well being. Ms. Balentine stated, “I would have the [neighborhood] 

kids too, keep the yard clean and then I would go get them [all] ice cream and stuff.” 

Undoubtedly feeling compelled to affirm her own place within this communal network, 

Ms. Balentine confirmed that public housing used to be a place where everyone pitched 

in to care for neighborhood children by treating them as their own and providing them 

with constructive outlets for their youthful energy. Ms. Balentine and the other women 

described their roles as “community mothers” a form of “othermothering” according to 

Black Feminist Scholar Patricia Hill Collins.  

 In Black Feminist Thought, Collins argues that othermothering is often the key to 

stimulating Black women to becoming social activists as they take the initiative to create 

nurturing community practices that ensure that the needs of their children and others in 

the community do not go unmet.8 Nancy Naples extends this definition by suggesting that 

women working and living in low-income communities redefined motherhood by going 

beyond the private sphere and toward a public politics of activist mothering.9 Each of 
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these former residents made references to their experiences volunteering at their 

neighborhood community centers, working to build community based institutions like 

WMOJ, and “testifying” during local community meetings to ensure that the needs of 

Black residents and their children were being heard by local power brokers even if they 

never saw immediate results. Motherhood and the collective protection of neighborhood 

children was a site of politicization for these women, which became their ways of 

collectively resisting the narratives of inherent criminality that conservative political 

discourse and public policy action created, propelling these women to take actions that 

they might not have otherwise taken with such purpose.  

 Surviving the social isolation of concentrated poverty was an act of resistance, 

and their children’s success became proof of their perseverance. For Ms. Balentine her 

son becoming a captain pilot dispelled the popular image of the “Welfare Queen” that 

framed single Black motherhood as a drain on the system and her son a future prisoner of 

the system. However, if the nation were to acknowledge these women’s experiences 

living in public housing as a non-normative loving community resisting racialized 

containment on a daily basis the nation would then have to accept the fact that poor Black 

communities are capable of taking care of and advocating for themselves even within 

spaces of social isolation. Their daily-lived realties refuted the paternalistic claims made 

by conservative neoliberal politicians that they were in need of state control rather than 

equal employment, fair housing opportunities, and equitable educational resources. 

Similar Narratives of Public Housing Resistance 

 In Rhonda Williams book, The Politics of Public Housing, she follows the lives of 

a select number of Black women who lived and organized as public housing residents in 
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Baltimore, Maryland. Williams examines these women as political actors negotiating 

their daily existence as it is mediated through “a mixed bag of opportunity and 

discrimination, possibilities and restrictions, freedoms and surveillance.”10 One of the 

most salient points that Williams makes throughout this text is that there was an early 

desire and prestige associated with public housing for poor Black residents in the early 

21st century; however, this positive association would be literally and politically 

dismantled in Postwar Baltimore.   

 In 1941, the Poe homes opened as the first Black public housing complex in 

Baltimore and former resident Clara Gordon describes the complex as an “elite” up-and-

coming community of black working class families.11 Advertised as affordable “luxury” 

living, the Poe Homes complex received thousands of applications for a few hundred-

apartment vacancies. Once Black applicants became members of the Poe Homes public 

housing community, they worked closely with the management to implement a number 

of clubs and activities. “Tenants viewed public housing managers as facilitators of their 

goals to build decent communities and achieve social mobility.”12 Clara Gordon stayed 

engaged with activities hosted by the Mother’s Club, which focused on the welfare of the 

child and sent her children to the free recreation department-sponsored charm school.13 

There were also civic groups formed for black men to keep the community safe and 

secure while promoting healthy father-son relationships.14 “Tenants’ community efforts 

challenged the presumption that blight resulted simply from black residency instead of 

economic factors and city neglect.”15 However, the nation would forget the fact that 

many early Black public housing complexes undermined the “politicized arguments 

deployed to maintain Black people as second-class citizens.”16 In short, early public 
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housing projects were not places plagued by crime and disorder, but they were in fact 

major generators of economic mobility for many working-class Black residents looking 

for places to build stable homes and vibrant communities. 

  From the shortage of housing that arose with the influx of wartime workers, 

industrial plant layoffs, workers’ strikes and the more frequent turnover of public housing 

management that lacked “impartiality, courtesy, and regard for tenants’ well-being,” a 

vocal Black tenants’ activist front—led by women—organized, protested and petitioned 

federal and municipal officials.17 In Roberta Feldman and Susan Stall’s The Dignity of 

Resistance, Black female activists shared a similar struggle in Chicago’s Wentworth 

Garden homes. Originally a public housing complex that was sought out by working class 

Black families and single mothers to avoid difficult living conditions, this site would later 

be plagued with an unresponsive management, crime and inadequate social services.18 

These vocal Black women would see their family structures being dismantled right before 

their eyes as “the changes accompanying postwar migration, redevelopment, and urban 

transformation spurred new concerns.”19 These scholarly accounts fall directly in line 

with the nations declining commitment to inner cities and its indictment of Black urban 

life, culture, and space.  

 Once elected in 1968, United State President Richard Nixon began the process of 

reducing the amount of federal resources to support the inner city; during his 1973 State 

of the Union address he declared that, “The urban crisis is over.”20 In 1980, Jimmy Carter 

ended his presidency by suggesting that the federal government should completely 

abandon aid to inner cities, which newly elected Republican President Ronald Reagan 

would support by completely defunding the 1960s War on Poverty programs that had 
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provided aid to the inner city through the building of public housing, the creation of 

Community Action Agencies to empower the Black urban poor, and free health clinics in 

impoverished communities among other things. However, the mothers that Bakion and I 

spoke with have distinct memories about what additional factors led to the deconstruction 

of community in the Sumner-Glenwood projects in Near North, and they did not 

collectively agree on this unsettling series of events led by governmental neglect. 

The Deterioration of Public Housing in North Minneapolis: The City and State as the 
Culprit   
 
 When asked at what point public housing was no longer the community that they 

loved, Ms. Dillon and Ms. Balentine stated when crime increased, and Ms. Jackson said 

when inter-ethnic conflict between Black residents and Hmong refugees intensified. Ms. 

Dillon, a block leader for her neighborhood crime-watch club stated,  “the gangs!” were 

the problem, but Ms. Jackson stated, “They didn’t bother anybody though.” These 

women both acknowledged the rising presence of criminal gang activity in the 1980s, but 

began to articulate a different understanding of what created this steady increase in 

criminal activity. This type of disagreement about what factors ignited the disinvestment 

and deterioration of public housing is expected and embraced as an illustration of how 

state practices, policies and popular discourses are often accepted by some living in low-

income communities and resisted by others.  

 In 1986 Minneapolis Mayor Don Fraser proposed having a 24-hour-a-day police 

presence in the projects to help curb rising crime rates.21 Some residents reported that 

they were confident that this plan would decrease criminal activity in the projects, but 

others believed that simply increasing police surveillance would not solve the problem of 

systemic neglect, which provided the necessary conditions for rising criminal activity in a 
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community where rising unemployment and desperate material needs often led some to 

resort to mechanisms of survival that were violent and criminal.22 Residential reports of 

waiting nearly an hour for the police to respond to a call, a lack of relationship with the 

police, and constantly needing to combat the popular idea that no good people lived in 

public housing were factors that led some residents like Ms. Jackson to believe criminal 

activity itself was not the main problem.23 Similar to the claims that Black residents made 

after the 1967 urban rebellions when sharing their perspectives on what caused the 

disturbances to Mayor Art Naftalin, the contentious relationship between the Black 

community and the police in the eyes of Ms. Jackson was a major reason that public 

housing was beginning to deteriorate. Simply put, the police force was only there to 

surveil and contain, not to protect and preserve the community, if they arrived at all. 

However, many residents like Ms. Dillon focused their energies on trying to curb the 

immediate actions of rising gang turf conflicts and reports of gun violence, because their 

daily lives had been plagued by the embattled social realities of those living in economic 

desperation.   

 Ms. Jackson, however, was very adamant about the rising racial tension between 

the increasing Southeast Asian population and Black community residents as the primary 

reason that a sense of community was lost, which she argued led to rising criminal 

activity. Ms. Jackson stated, “When the Asian people started moving down here, they 

hated the Black kids.” In the 1970s, the City of Minneapolis was a racially homogenous 

city with over 90% of its residents being white, which changed drastically in the late 

1980s and early 1990s.  

The growing racial diversity is particularly striking in a city that was 93 
percent white as recently as 1970. During the 1980's, the minority 
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population rose to 21 percent, and the trend seems to be continuing in the 
90's. The public school enrollment is now 68 percent non-white. The 
number of children for whom English is not a native language has tripled 
since 1990, with students now speaking some 70 languages in the city 
schools. And more than 1 in every 10 schoolchildren is Asian-American, 
largely Hmong refugees, compared with less than 1 percent in 1970.24 
 

Whereas the number of Black residents was quite small before the 1970s, which enabled 

the City to keep the Black urban poor contained, the shifting racial and ethnic 

demographics of the 1980s would require that the City of Minneapolis confront its past 

racial indiscretions as rising inter-ethnic tension began to brew in a once neglected 

neighborhood. The large influx of Southeast Asian refugees began in the late 1970s and 

was later intensified by the presence of Black migrants from Chicago, Illinois and Gary, 

Indiana in the 1980s, creating a contentious, racially charged environment that city and 

state leaders had not dealt with before and could not ignore.  

 Bakion believed that in response to this new influx of racial and ethnic minorities, 

the city started finding ways to restrict those that they determined to be undesirable 

residents from making their stay in Minneapolis permanent. Bakion stated, “The rents 

started going up. The mayor said the rents went through the roof, because we [the City] 

didn’t have any apartments. I believe it was because we were attracting people that they 

didn’t want.” The group began to discuss how the City reacted differently toward 

Southeast Asian refugees and Black migrants from Chicago both in need of affordable 

housing and social services in the 1980s. 

I’m going tell you what happened. It was about ’88, a girl came here [from 
Chicago, IL]… dead in the wintertime… she came with her three kids and 
she was looking for her friend at the corner store [in Near North] and she 
had nowhere to go … and I brought her back to my house and let her stay, 
because I was trying help her out. You know what the county did to her? 
They gave her a ticket back to Chicago. Because all these people were 
coming here to try and get on the system [social welfare programs].25 
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While the City was taking measures to limit unwanted Black migrants through forced 

emigration and later instituting a 90-day in-residence restriction on receiving social 

welfare benefits in the State of Minnesota, the projects went from being predominately 

Black to predominately Southeast East Asian. According to the Minneapolis Public 

Housing Authority, “in 1986, 67 percent of the families at Glenwood Lyndale and 

Sumner Olson were Black and 18 percent were Southeast Asian.”26 In 1990, before the 

demolition of the projects, the Sumner/Olson-Glenwood/Lyndale neighborhood was 

home to 2,184 Asians (65%), 965 Blacks (29%), 122 Whites (4%) and 60 Native Indians 

(2%).27 These demographics raise a number of alarming questions about how the city and 

state had come to determine which residents were more desirable than others, who was 

deserving of social welfare services, and which residents were to blame for rising 

criminal activity. This however did not include an indictment on federal disinvestment, 

the city, or the public housing authority, which enabled the perpetuation of concentrated 

poverty in the Sumner-Glenwood neighborhood as one of the only viable affordable 

housing options for Southeast Asian refugees and low-income Black residents. The lack 

of affordable housing choices quite naturally fueled resentment and anger, which bred 

inter-ethnic conflict and tension in the projects.  

 In the Star Tribune article, “An uneasy coexistence – Projects house two different 

worlds,” the author explores how the housing projects had been transformed from a place 

populated by Black residents to one consisting of mostly Southeast Asian refugees. 

“United by poverty, but separated by culture, language and vastly different histories in 

this country, Blacks and Southeast Asians coexist uneasily at Glenwood-Lyndale and 

Sumner-Olson, housing projects…”28 The uneasy existence between Black and Southeast 



 

  100 

Asian residents in public housing was first created by the popular discursive assault 

against the presumably deviant Black menace to society. “While reluctant to admit it, 

many Southeast Asians are leery and even fearful of their Black neighbors, both for their 

more animated and boisterous ways and for their image as thieves and violent predators, 

said Vang Pao Lee, who is Hmong and a former Sumner Olson tenant.”29 The popular 

image of the inherent criminality of Black culture and identity had become a global 

discourse that Southeast Asians refugees would use to frame their opinions about their 

new public housing neighbors. “’I don’t mean to make this too sweeping a statement,’ 

said Jon Gutzman, the housing authority’s executive director at the time, ‘but I think a lot 

of (Southeast Asians) thought that all Blacks drove big cars and were lazy.’”30 The 

“common sense” ideological framing of Black deviance would create fear among some 

Southeast Asian refugees living in public housing, making them reluctant to interact with 

their Black neighbors. This would transform into the creation of segregated social life for 

Southeast Asian and Black children, which challenged Gloria Jackson, Vanessa Dillon, 

and Annie Balentine’s most fond memories of public housing and their roles as activist 

mothers.   

The Prince of Glory Lutheran Church, which lies in the middle of the 
housing project, has its own Asian Night on Thursdays. At Evans Park, the 
modest playground next to the church, Hmong children swing from the 
monkey bars and gleefully slither down the slide on a sunny May 
afternoon. When they leave, a group of Black children enters through the 
park's iron gate, as if a silent cue was signaled when the Hmong children 
left.31 
 

 The well-being of neighborhood children was a point of pride for former Black 

women living in public housing, but the popular imagination’s fear and loathing for 

Black life and culture had materialized in the form of a newly concentrated population of 
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Southeast Asian refugees. In addition, Black residents began to quickly add fuel to the 

situation as they began to express resentment toward this new population of refugees as 

the “model minority” and the reason for their demographic decline.  

 ‘The economic conditions here are lousy,’ said Kelly Webb, who 
manages Cecil Newman Plaza, a federally subsidized apartment complex 
in the midst of the Sumner Olson projects. ‘And a lot of the blacks see the 
Southeast Asians driving these nice cars, getting jobs, and opening stores 
and they think: They don’t’ have to pay taxes and we’re still waiting on 
our 40 acres and a mule.’ ‘So what are you going to feel for that person? 
You’re going to have some serious hate for him.32 
 

These feelings of mutual disgust and anger were fueled by conservative political 

discourse and racialized public policies that turned white fears into “common sense” 

hegemonic ideologies of racial inferiority, which supported the creation of the residential 

colorline, the demonization of the Black urban poor, and inter-ethnic racial conflict. 

 These women’s shared historical memories illustrates how the state became 

directly implicated in the deterioration of public housing projects by turning them into 

abject spaces through strategic maneuvers of containment, racialization, and benign 

neglect, which named the Black urban poor as the culprits of urban decay in need of 

surveillance and discipline. For mothers seeking upward mobility for their children, the 

Sumner-Glenwood projects were no longer that non-normative loving community that 

they had once relied upon for communal support. As a result, in 1992 the Minneapolis 

Legal Aid and National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) 

filed the landmark lawsuit known as Hollman vs. Cisneros on behalf of Lucy Hollman 

and 16 other public housing and section 8 residents.33 The defendants included the 

Minneapolis Public Housing Authority, The City of Minneapolis, the U.S. Department of 

Housing and Urban Development and the Metropolitan Council. The lawsuit alleged that 
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the City concentrated public housing in the inner city and restricted the housing location 

choices for low-income people of color.34 This case also alleged that these residents were 

being intentionally segregated from non-impacted white communities in the Sumner-

Glenwood neighborhood in Near North and that close proximity to non-impacted areas 

(i.e., white neighborhoods) would increase the economic viability of previously isolated 

communities. In a July 2012 Minneapolis Star Tribune article, twenty years after the 

lawsuit was filed, it was reported that Lucy Hollman, the lead plaintiff and a Mississippi 

born single mother of four children, had moved nine times since the demolition of the 

projects and was still in search of the promises of housing stability and increased 

economic viability made by the Hollman consent decree. Lucy Hollman stated, “’I wish I 

was like Dorothy and could just click my heels and go back.’”35 The lead plaintiff of the 

Hollman v Cisneros lawsuit expressed anguish as she reflected on how the unmet 

promises of the Hollman consent decree left her worse of than she was when living in the 

former Sumner-Glenwood projects. 

 My community collaborator Candace Bakion and I found that Lucy Hollman and 

many other former Sumner-Glenwood public housing residents interested in better living 

conditions and access to better economic opportunities would only give the city and state 

the legal fuel it needed to continue the process of Black displacement that began 

originally with the urban renewal practice of clearing the slums. However, Black female 

organizers would intervene in this disingenuous process of legally deconcentrating 

poverty, waging the largest affordable housing campaign in Minneapolis history and 

foreshadowing Lucy Hollman’s struggle with displacement twenty years later. In doing 

so, their organized efforts exposed the ways that top-down schemes for urban 
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redevelopment failed to serve those most affected by the Hollman consent decree by 

excluding the Black urban poor from the local decision making process. This uneven 

urban political context would also be buttressed by an exclusionary community based 

urban politics led by local neighborhood associations. 

The Exclusionary Politics of Minneapolis Neighborhood Associations: Black Female 
Organizers and The Deconcentration of Poverty Narrative  
 

As a form of political education we would take people in the neighborhood 
mostly middle class folks on a vacant lot tour and we would host a funeral 
procession. We would set up tombstones where a house once stood and 
talk about the houses death, its story. We did this to try and politicize folks 
and to show how the City was tearing down perfectly good housing stock 
when it needed to be preserving it for the people. It was clear they were 
moving out the people of color.36  
        -Jackie Byers  

 
 At the February 1999 Insight News/KMOJ radio community forum to discuss the 

Hollman consent decree, current U.S. House of Representative and then North 

Minneapolis activist attorney Keith Ellison stated, “’I support the deconcentration of 

poverty, but not the deconcentration of the poor. Poverty is not an inherent quality of the 

individual.’ Consider that –is it possible to remove the poverty from the Near Northside 

without necessarily removing the people who are poor?”37 In alignment with former 

social justice lawyer, John Calmore, Ellison argued that providing fair and affordable 

housing opportunities for low-income Black residents should not focus primarily on the 

production of scattered site housing in the suburbs and mandating the dispersal of the 

Black urban poor, but should also provide improved living conditions and renewed 

economic development opportunities in the impoverished urban neighborhoods that these 

low income residents can feasibly afford and have equal access to.38 In contrast, using the 

discursive logics of spatial de-concentration, the Hollman consent decree made providing 
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a substantial number of viable low-income housing options in Black urban 

neighborhoods the problem, not federal disinvestment and the benign neglect of the City. 

Black spaces were then marked as places to escape from which undervalues the 

importance of culture and community for Black residents who did not desire to live in 

unwelcoming racially isolating suburban spaces or for those in fear of homelessness in a 

limited housing market. It was a partnership between Black women organizers in Near 

North that helped lead the affordable housing campaign that would expose this uneven 

landscape of power between the City and those most affected by the Hollman consent 

decree and unexpectedly shed light on the class-based exclusionary politics of local 

neighborhood associations. 

 In the mid 90s, the number of paid community organizers in North Minneapolis 

was dismally low. Newly hired Housing Organizer for the Harrison Neighborhood 

Association (HNA), Jackie Byers, stated that, “professional positions for organizers was 

new and the presumption was that once hired you would move in the direction of the 

majority and go with whatever they wanted. Whoever is at the table.”39 Black women 

organizers in the Near North area faced a professional conundrum as they sought 

employment as community based organizers in low-income communities of color with 

interest in using a racial justice analysis. However, they would find it was a challenge to 

utilize a critical race perspective since these local neighborhood organizations had very 

few underrepresented members of the community in its leadership structure. “In my 

experience neighborhood associations are frequently led by homeowners. Also pretty 

white and often times do not represent the majority of the community. It is a particular 

group of people that want to protect their interests.”40 This professional organizing 
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environment aimed to compel these women to a politics of neutrality, which would resist 

the use of a racial justice lens if it were not of concern to who was at the table. This 

created an exclusionary class based politics where the same people at the table were 

making the decisions, which made it safe for the present majority, but limited how the 

larger community and its values were being discussed and debated. “The theory that is 

just accepted is that those that own their homes are invested in their community and 

renters simply are not.”41  

 Neighborhood Associations in Minneapolis, which were guided by the 

Neighborhood Revitalization Program (NRP), are supposed to act as participatory 

empowerment bodies for everyday citizens with the City as its direct source of funding. 

Receiving over three million dollars annually, the City of Minneapolis’ neighborhood 

association system is supposed to “build neighborhood capacity, redesign public services, 

increase government agency collaboration, and create a sense of community.”42 This 

citywide system for institutionalizing civic engagement has been said to be the most 

progressive in the country.43 However, political empowerment at the neighborhood level 

has proven to be most financially beneficial and politically empowering for property 

owners. “Ninety percent of the dollars spent on housing have been devoted to home 

improvement and home-buyer assistance program. The Neighborhood Revitalization 

Program defends its lack of inclusion of renters by citing the challenges of reaching out 

to citizens who are less “invested” in the neighborhood.”44 When Byers began her 

professional organizing work in the 1990s, she stated that the city’s resources to the 

neighborhood associations focused almost solely on homeownership, which was a clear 
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indication to her of whose interests were being supported with local resources and whose 

were not.  

 However, Byers did not believe in the privatizing logic of neoliberal  “ownership” 

politics. In “The Ownership Society, or, Bourgeois Publicity Revisited,” Robert Asen 

argues that Bush-era modes of public engagement emphasized the need to increase 

individual “ownership” as the answer to the “inactive” public. This value-laden 

interpretation of political participation is based on a Bourgeois ethics of public 

engagement that validates a “putative common good” via property ownership that then 

resists meaningful participation from non-owners who “brought new experiences, raised 

different concerns and asked alternative questions.”45 Resistant Black women organizers 

and their allies who center the needs of non-owners are then marked as presenting their 

own self-interests and taking away from the general interest of Bourgeois ownership 

society, which values privatization, corporatization, and the aesthetic disciplining of a 

middle class lifestyle. For example, Byers took it upon herself to organize tenants in an 

affordable housing complex near the Hollman demolition named Park Plaza. At the time, 

these tenants were afraid that the City would find a way to demolish their homes even 

though they were not slated within the original demolition plans that the Hollman consent 

decree specified. This is indicative of the ways that the City had been using the Hollman 

consent decree to demolish perfectly good housing stock.  

 Byer’s choice to spend a substantial amount of her paid time organizing renters 

created tension in the HNA, because the active members, mostly white homeowners, held 

divergent opinions on who the organization and its staff should spend its paid time 

organizing. Byers stated, “I am going to reach out to those least engaged and those who 
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need the information the most,” which often placed her in a contentious position with the 

organization that was employing her to engage with community.46 It was during this time 

that Byers would meet Neva Walker, who had recently landed her first paid community 

organizing position at the nearby Jordan Area Community Council (JACC) also located 

in the Near North community. Walker would find the politics of the JACC presented 

similar challenges to that of the HNA as experienced by Byers. As a result, Walker 

decided to leave the organization to take a position with Children and Family Services as 

an organizer for the Jobs and Affordable Housing Campaign (JAHC) in 1996. JAHC 

would provide Walker the tools and latitude that she would need to engage those Black 

residents that had typically been left out of local decision-making processes that affected 

their daily lives. 

Black Women Leading the Affordable Housing Campaign  

  In 1997, JAHC worked in coalition with the Metropolitan Interfaith Coalition for 

Affordable Housing and Jewish Community Action to pass an affordable housing 

resolution in Minneapolis, which led to the creation of the Mayor’s Affordable Housing 

Task Force whose charge was to study the problem of affordable housing and make 

recommendations to the City Council. The creation of this task force came two years 

after the Hollman v Cisneros lawsuit was settled in April of 1995, which mandated the 

demolition of the Sumner-Glenwood projects. In the settlement HUD agreed to provide 

117 million dollars and 900 new housing vouchers to relocate, demolish, and replace 

public housing in diverse neighborhoods throughout Minneapolis and in the suburbs. The 

settlement also mandated that the site be redeveloped using Home Ownership for People 

Everywhere (HOPE VI) federal funds. This redeveloped site would later become known 
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as Heritage Park, which would solidify the nation’s shift toward a neoliberal politics of 

ownership featuring the disciplining aesthetics of white middle class values as central to 

its design philosophy. The creation of an affordable housing task force for JAHC then 

represented an early victory for the fight for fair and affordable housing. However, 

despite this early victory, the largest demolition of affordable housing in the City’s 

history was still underway. “…there was a low vacancy rate of [affordable] housing … 

they [the City] are tearing down housing. People couldn’t find housing, but they [the 

City] still continued with the vision. They [the City] used the Hollman decree and the 

deconcentration argument to defend it. It became a way to absorb guilt.”47 Walker’s work 

with JAHC would create one of the most influential grassroots organizing coalitions in 

Minneapolis affordable housing history that centered on the importance of bringing those 

most affected by affordable housing policy to the table, a major component missing from 

the politics of neighborhood associations, which helped to reframe the deconcentration 

narrative that the Hollman consent decree determined was the answer to Black poverty. 

 Minneapolis Public Housing Authority Director of Policy and Special Initiatives, 

Bob Boyd, said, “the settlement was an ideal theoretical conception, but the reality was 

different…the breaking apart of community to the white community, dealing with 

neighborhoods who didn’t want families and families that did not want to go.”48 For 

instance, nearby Northeast Minneapolis residents shut down a proposal for a scattered 

site affordable housing development in their neighborhood by couching their fears in 

what appeared to be legitimate community concerns of “too many kids,” “decline in 

property values” and “too much unwanted traffic.” According to Boyd, these were 

discursive maneuvers used by predominately white residents to ensure that they did not 



 

  109 

inherit the culture of poverty that they presumed the Black urban poor would bring with 

them. As Edward Goetz argues in Clearing the Way, “…for de-concentration to work as a 

strategy, it must be accepted in the ‘receiving’ community as well as in the ‘impacted’ 

neighborhood, and it must represent a viable mobility option for the poor.”49 Walker and 

Byers were becoming increasingly more aware of how the implementation of the 

Hollman consent decree was displacing Black residents into hostile living environments 

and forcing many into stints of homelessness, because of the growing affordable housing 

shortage throughout the city.  

 In a Minneapolis Spokesman-Recorder, article National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) Minneapolis Branch President Leola Sears 

stated, “The Consent Decree requires that the roughly 770 housing units to be torn down 

on the Hollman site are to be replaced. Less than thirty percent of 365 units torn down 

have replacement housing either built or in the ‘pipeline to be built.’”50 At the slow pace 

that the City was building replacement housing, it is not surprising that there was a 

housing crisis in one of the cities most economically distressed neighborhoods, 

particularly for those displaced residents who resisted placement in unwelcoming non-

impacted communities. The local neighborhood associations would naturally be the place 

for organizers to work with those most immediately impacted by the Hollman 

implementation process led by the City, however, Walker and Byers’ community 

organizing experience had taught them the needs of non-owners were almost always 

excluded from these spaces. Walker and Byers needed to go beyond neighborhood 

associations to receive the input of those underrepresented community members most 

affected by the Hollman consent decree and it would require a resistant grassroots 
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coalition of multiple constituencies to make the City pay attention to the communities 

expressed needs. 

 After the affordable housing resolution was passed, JAHC turned its attention to 

the rising number of complaints being made by Near North residents in and around the 

designated Hollman demolition site in the Sumner-Glenwood neighborhood. Walker built 

a partnership with Jackie Byers at the HNA to educate Near North residents on the 

remaining demolition plans, since half of the public housing stock had already been torn 

down by the fall of 1998. This early effort by Black women organizers to both educate 

residents and give them an avenue to express their grievances with the Hollman 

implementation process would be the beginnings of a resistant grassroots effort to 

challenge the deconcentration of poverty narrative. After four listening sessions, Walker, 

Byers, and their residential allies decided they needed to create an official structure to 

represent the unheard voices of community whose main goal was to halt the demolition 

process, because of the desperate need for affordable housing in the area.  

 The Northside Neighbors for Justice (NNJ) was created as a way to speak back to 

the City of Minneapolis, who was using the Hollman consent decree resources to open 

the gates for a few to benefit from homeownership opportunities, while leaving many to 

face a dismally low affordable housing market with discriminatory leanings and no clear 

path of returning to the Sumner-Glenwood neighborhood if affected residents so 

desired.51 As a result, some were finding themselves homeless or in fear of becoming 

homeless, because the City was using the Hollman consent decree as a tool to deny low 

income Black residents the ability to live in the community’s they desired—particularly 

those who wanted to stay in the neighborhood. In short, once the Hollman consent decree 
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was settled, the City controlled the implementation process and its resources. This left 

Black residents subject to what best fit the city’s future economic development plans—its 

urban renewal agenda. In a Minneapolis Spokesman-Recorder article NAACP 

Minneapolis Branch President Leola Sears stated that,  

The City has controlled the Hollman Consent Decree’s implementation 
from the start, from the community focus groups. The City and the Legal 
Aid Society of Minneapolis picked the participants directly or indirectly 
through the Sumner Olson Residents Council (SORC), who was under 
City contract. Many of the volunteer community residents were on the 
payroll of the Sumner Olson Residents Council. SORC and Legal Aid 
made or controlled all the motions that passed and are to be funded 
through the so-called near northside implementation plan.52  
 

Highlighting the ways that the City was manufacturing its own community support 

through the co-option of the neighborhood association decision making process, Sears 

illustrated how the Hollman decree defendants (those being sued for creating 

concentrated poverty and reinforcing the residential color line) end up with the most 

power to define the urban renewal agenda after the settlement. Walker, Byers, and her 

residential allies organized in opposition to this abuse of City power and aimed to ensure 

that all residential stakeholders, irrespective of their formal involvement in SORC, could 

have their voices heard. However, they needed broader community support for the City to 

take their efforts of galvanizing non-owners seriously.  

 Walker reached out to the late Pastor Curtis Heron of Zion Baptist Church, a 

liberation theologist who consistently engaged his congregation in local civil rights 

struggles. Pastor Heron and a number of other Black male pastors enthusiastically joined 

NNJ’s efforts to halt the demolition process, demand that the remaining housing be 

rehabbed to house those suffering from homelessness, and require that the City and the 

future developer’s plans not lead to the demolition of low-income housing surrounding 
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the Hollman site.53 On June 9, 1999, Walker and her fellow NNJ allies, including eight 

North Minneapolis pastors, protested the demolition of the remaining public housing 

units by standing in front of a bulldozer bringing the entire process to a stand still. 

Fourteen protesters were arrested that day, including Walker and a number of local 

pastors whom the media would later name the “Hollman 14.”54 “This ain’t no game. It 

was high stakes. We were really being arrested for what we believed in…we were taking 

on a machine not just a neighborhood group… the day we got arrested a new kind of 

attention was drawn to the group.”55 Walker is continually reflective of how her first 

major organizing experience in North Minneapolis necessitated that she move beyond 

just helping to empower low-income residents to organize themselves, but prompted her 

to move toward directly pressuring elected officials to respond to the demands of voters 

that they typically ignored. The people were not at the policymaking table, and Walker 

felt the ramifications of that reality first hand. 

Prior to being arrested we thought we were setting ourselves up to 
negotiate. We were trying to get into meetings. Bringing demands to 
elected officials. Jackie Cherryhomes [then President of the Minneapolis 
City Council] did not care about our demands. They didn’t need those 
votes. It wasn’t until we got arrested that they start paying attention. They 
wanted us to go away.  
 

 After the “Hollman 14” got arrested, then Minneapolis Mayor Sharon Sayles-

Belton, City Council President Jackie Cherryhomes, and their staff halted the demolition 

and agreed to a negotiation meeting with the NNJ. Walker stated that this meeting only 

happened because “Mayor Sayles-Belton did not want backlash from the faith 

community.”56 During negotiations, all of Walker and her allies demands were denied, 

which included the preservation of the remaining public housing units for the homeless 

and contestation over the small number of affordable housing units being proposed in the 
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new mixed-income development.57 The City said that their requests were denied because 

they were in direct opposition to the legal parameters of the Hollman consent decree, 

which the City was committed to upholding. The ruses of legal discourse freed city and 

state bureaucrats from any social or ethical responsibility to those most affected by the 

creative destruction of affordable housing for market growth and elite consumption. In 

short, the City was able to use the settlements language of deconcentration against 

Walker and her allies to refuse to address the growing need for affordable housing, which 

only served to reinforce the cities creative destructive desires and displace the Black 

urban poor. The NNJ would not win any of their immediate demands, but I argue that 

their grassroots organizing work, which refused to allow the exclusionary class-based 

politics of neighborhood associations limit their outreach efforts, enabled them to bring 

those residents typically excluded from the decision making table to the forefront. In 

doing so, their organized efforts exposed the ways that top-down schemes for urban 

redevelopment failed to serve those most affected by the Hollman consent decree, 

challenged the deconcentration narrative that presumed that Black spaces were only 

places to escape from, and gave rise to new Black political leadership.  

 The political education efforts of the NNJ not only raised awareness about the 

contradictory racial justice politics of the deconcentration model, but also influenced 

politicians like then Minneapolis City Council President Jackie Cherryhomes to 

publically state that she would not demolish any more affordable housing in her ward. 

Most importantly, the NNJ gave birth to future Black elected leadership. Walker’s 

resistant Black female leadership, which helped give birth to NNJ, would compel her to 

run for the Minnesota State Legislature in the fall of 1999. Walker stated that she “grew 
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up on” the affordable housing campaign in North Minneapolis, and it had taught her 

about the power and importance of having those most affected at the policymaking table, 

because they were too often left behind. Walker would become the first Black woman 

state legislator in the State of Minnesota in 2000. Walker and Byers would leave behind 

an affordable housing campaign legacy and knowledge of the uneven landscapes of 

power within neighborhood associations that local Black women organizers like Bakion 

were in search of resurrecting as they navigated the aftermath of the Hollman consent 

decree with the creation of the mixed income housing development, Heritage Park. It 

would not take very long before those same exclusionary class-based urban politics that 

Walker and Byers encountered would rear their ugly head in the Sumner-Glenwood 

neighborhood post-demolition.  

Black Women in Real Time: Confronting the Ruses of the Mixed-Income Housing 
Model  
 
 Today, as cities vie to bring high-income jobs, major corporations, and more 

workers back to the central cities, urban renewal, or re-gentrification, has become a 

continuous battle over how to re-purpose spaces and resources in once-neglected inner 

city areas that are now considered prime real estate. The neoliberalization of the city 

denies historic communities any claims or rights to lucrative urban spaces in the merging 

of public and private interests, because profitability necessitates the removal of a 

substantial number of low-income residents for the rebuilding of inner city economic 

development spurred by the influx of new young white urbanites. Ironically, 

deconcentration as a method aims to enhance the lives of formerly segregated low-

income residents while glossing over the specific inequalities, power differentials and 

racial orderings that a mixed income model promotes. Mixed income housing 
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developments deliberately aim to construct an environment where low-income families 

who rely on social welfare programs live in close proximity to families that do not rely on 

these services, producing socioeconomic diversity and exposure to middle class 

lifestyles.58 This model functions under the premise that residential relationship building 

and shared ownership over the spatial realities of a certain neighborhood will positively 

effect the educational, employment, social, and economic realities of all residents. This 

“seamless integration” of a balanced socioeconomic community is often buttressed by a 

visually homogenous physical development that ensures that no one is able to determine 

which units are for subsidized housing or market rate rent, which aims to de-stigmatize 

affordable housing.59 However, in the case of the Hollman consent decree, the building of 

a mixed income housing development on land that historically isolated the city’s Black 

urban poor, turned this model’s desire to erase socioeconomic distinction into a failure 

from the beginning.  

 The mixed income housing development model has not proven to be successful in 

the Sumner-Glenwood neighborhood, particularly if you pay close attention to the 

resistant voices of Black women living and working in its geographic confines. When my 

collaborator, Bakion, and I began our work of historical disorientation, our inquiries were 

fueled by her sense that the mixed income model was not the type of community that 

former Sumner-Glenwood public housing residents envisioned. We collaboratively 

sought out former Black women organizers to recount a lost narrative of resistance and 

found the aforementioned alarming trends. However, my work would not be complete 

without providing Bakion and her allies an assessment of both what this history of 

resistance can tell us about their current challenges living and working within Heritage 
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Park. I argue that the policies and practices that support the mixed income-housing model 

as the remedy for the poor like the deconcentration of poverty narrative only serve to 

displace and disempower Black residents. It is through an assessment of the ways that 

Black women organizers, tenants, and personnel living and working within Heritage Park 

have been limited by the privatizing logic of the housing development model and its 

management team that parallels can be drawn between past resistance struggles for 

affordable housing and contemporary tensions to realize former public policy promises. 

In many ways Black women like Bakion, Kristy Clemons, and Terra Cole have 

unknowingly continued the fight for fair and affordable housing that their foremothers 

ignited. It seems that Black women shadow boxers continue to find that they are living 

and working within inhospitable social and political environments that necessitate that 

they wage the same historic battles in defense of their own humanity and that of their 

communities—Heritage Park would not be the exception. 

 In 2002, seven years after the Hollman decree was settled, Heritage Park opened 

its doors with several rental units ready for leasing. However, it would not be until 2005 

that the rental portion of housing would be complete as a number of delays in the 

development process compelled many in the community to call the entire project into 

question. By 2005, this new mixed-income housing development completed its 440 rental 

units. 200 of those units would be for public housing, 100 designated tax credit housing, 

and 140-market rate, which is a dismally low number of affordable housing units 

compared to the 770 units of affordable housing units torn down during demolition. The 

construction of homes for sale within the development began at the same time, but the 

2008-2009 housing crisis would halt the full completion of these homes and leave many 
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uninhabited. Through the HOPE VI program, public-private interests merged to have the 

Minneapolis Housing and Redevelopment Authority (MPHA) provide access to 

affordable housing, and they then leased the Hollman site land to for-profit developer 

McCormack Baron Salazar of St. Louis, Missouri. McCormack Baron Salazar then used 

its own property management company, McCormack Baron Ragan, and its partnership 

with St. Louis based non-profit Urban Strategies that focuses on place-based human 

capital development, to help build a sense of community in the new development. The 

developer, its management team, and its community engagement apparatus are all 

headquartered in St. Louis, MO, and have hired Minneapolis based staff to oversee the 

management and the programmatic efforts that are geared toward the building of a 

socioeconomically diverse community. The creation of the neoliberal urban city through 

the mixed income housing model ushered in the outsourcing of community building, 

which at Heritage Park only further exacerbated tensions in a development project that 

was already over determined by its desire to erase socioeconomic difference for the 

purpose of becoming more welcoming to propertied white citizens that have always 

viewed North Minneapolis as a threat to the preservation of “morally sound” 

communities. The creation of a neighborhood association in their newly manufactured 

community became the first site at which the troubling exclusionary class-based politics 

that former Black women organizers encountered reappeared. 

Homeowners v Renters: How the Mixed Income Model Fueled Economic Tensions   

 In 2005, Urban Strategies and McCormack Baron Salazar facilitated 

conversations with Heritage Park residents to determine if they were interested in 

forming their own neighborhood association. As a result, the Heritage Park 
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Neighborhood Association (HPNA) was born, but it was not until they hired their first 

community organizer in 2010 that the group entered a strategic planning process to assess 

community defined needs and goals. Kristy Clemons, a young Black woman organizer 

and native of South Minneapolis, would take on this role and would admit that prior to 

gaining the position she did not know much about “the Sumner-Glenwood projects or the 

role of the City or McCormack Baron in the creation and development of Heritage 

Park.”60 Clemons is currently a food justice organizer at Hope Community Inc. in South 

Minneapolis. She gained her organizing training at Hope Community as a member of 

SPEAC (Sustaining Progress through Engaging Active Citizens), which provided her 

with the networks that led to her position at Heritage Park. Upon being hired, Clemons 

co-facilitated a series of community listening sessions to help the HPNA board assess 

what the needs of the community were and to help them develop a plan of action. 

However, in this process of engaging with the broader community, Clemons gained first 

hand knowledge of the unequal balance of power within the Heritage Park community, 

which played itself out in overtly racialized ways in the HPNA.  

 During Clemons’ tenure, the HPNA bylaws included representational quotas that 

aimed to ensure certain community constituents were guaranteed a voice. “There were 3 

homeowner seats, 7 renter seats, and 2 youth seats.”61 This is reflective of the fact that in 

2007 the HPNA entered into its first memorandum of understanding (MOU) with the 

Minneapolis Public Housing Authority to receive Resident Participation Program funds 

as the official Resident Participation Council for the 200 public housing units at Heritage 

Park. This is a clear illustration of the ways that affordable housing residents aimed to 

make sure to shape the structure of the HPNA to ensure that their voices would matter. 
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To have representational quotas such as these was not typical in most neighborhood 

associations. However, the history of housing discrimination in the Sumner-Glenwood 

neighborhood, the class-based politics of most neighborhood associations, and the rising 

prominence of outspoken Heritage Park homeowners necessitated that Black renters 

shield themselves from being excluded. As Clemons states the board’s homeowners 

would continually challenge these representational quotas.  

When the number of renters at the association meetings would decrease, 
because of inability to attend, the conversation would be skewed, because 
the power dynamics had shifted … the conversation would often then go 
in the direction of ‘if renters are not showing up maybe we should open up 
these membership requirements.’62 
 

 Similar to Byers experience on the Harrison Neighborhood Association, Clemons 

was bearing witness to the ways that homeowners were centering their voices as the ones 

that mattered the most, because they were at the table most often presumably more 

committed to community than the absentee renters. Clemons, similar to Byers, was 

committed to ensuring that those living in affordable housing were a part of the board, 

both because her racial justice lens was astutely aware of the barriers that renters of color 

were facing, and because it was her job to uphold the bylaws. “To a certain extent, people 

began to officially leave the group, particularly renters whose socioeconomic stresses 

created time barriers that those more privileged, in whatever degree, were not necessarily 

experiencing in the same way. Some are more able to participate in these extracurricular 

activities.” Unknowingly, Clemons found herself in the middle of a historic battle that 

Black women organizers had waged before her, as she too felt compelled to utilize a 

racial justice lens to ensure that those with affordable housing needs were not pushed out 

of conversations that directly influenced the development of their communities. “I would 
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strategize with a Black woman renter before the meetings to ensure there was balance in 

the power dynamic and to troubleshoot when people … a homeowner or two would bring 

up the structure of the board.”63 Behind closed doors Clemons was building a risky 

tactical partnership with a fellow Black woman to try to address the fact that too often 

those that were materially privileged had no interest in understanding the lived material 

struggles that affordable housing tenants of color were dealing with. Clemons recalls one 

particular tenant who began to disengage from the board as “a lot of mental and 

emotional stuff made it hard for her to be there.”64  

 Byers put it best when making a distinction between the daily concerns of a 

homeowner verse a renter when she stated, “…why would I want to come somewhere to 

learn about a grant to fix my roof when I am worried about the roach infestation in my 

apartment building.”65 This is illustrative of the types of tensions that Clemons was 

mediating in the HPNA meetings particularly because neighborhood associations are 

typically places that center the needs of homeowners and in her work she aimed to ensure 

that non-owners were not rendered invisible. “When renters would bring up their 

challenges with property management, homeowners would either not respond or say this 

doesn’t apply to me.”66 The competing power dynamics within the HPNA is a clear 

indication of the ways that the city’s most rigorously engineered neighborhood had not 

erased socioeconomic divides with its architectural design and posh exterior, but rather 

further exacerbated difference. Divides were being built between the various 

socioeconomic and racial communities because of mismanagement and the ways that the 

manufacturing of space was underserving constituents’ needs, leaving them with very 

few outlets.  
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The Mismanagement of a Mixed Income Housing Development: Everyone Has 
Grievances and Needs An Outlet 
 
 Clemons recalled that affordable housing tenants often complained about the 

property management not getting things fixed, entering apartments without consent, and 

not creating a welcoming environment for the tenants in the office, a place Clemons 

stated made her “uncomfortable.”67 “There was a fair amount of turnover [in property 

management] while I was there. The property manager was not getting the support that 

she needed from the national level and she left.”68 McCormack Baron is a nationally 

recognized mixed income-housing developer that has manufactured community all across 

the country and prides itself on corporate social responsibility, sustainable community 

development, and corporate philanthropy, as their website states. However, Clemons 

draws our attention to the ways that the traditional landlord/tenant relationship through 

this new private development model lost any sense of compassion and relationality and 

had simply become a strict transactional relationship where communication only took 

place through official letters and maintenance request slips that often went unfilled. The 

chain of command from the national headquarters in St. Louis, MO, and the disgruntled 

property management employees who interfaced with the residents created an impersonal 

community atmosphere where tension, unmet needs, and skewed expectations from all 

those living and working in this new community created discontent. Even Clemons 

expressed frustration with her employer, Urban Strategies, for its lack of support and 

guidance, which was largely due to the fact that her supervisor was based in St. Louis, 

MO.69  

 Even homeowners were struggling with their relationship with the developers. In 

2009 after the housing crisis, the developers would have to halt the building of homes 
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with only 90 out of 360 homes complete.70 As a result, there just weren’t enough people 

living in the homes for the homeowners association to have any substantive power or 

influence over the direction that the community would take. Thus some joined the 

HPNA. In Clemons’ process of trying to learn what the community wanted she distinctly 

remembered that one homeowner was,  

… very much like …’I bought a property here and I thought things were 
going to be a lot different.’ It almost seemed like he felt he had been 
bamboozled into getting his property. He continued to say ‘so now that I 
am here and I’m stuck with the house I want to make sure that things don’t 
go [bad].’71  
 

This homeowner clearly only came in relationship with the HPNA because he believed 

the property was being mismanaged, and in order to ensure he got a return on his 

investment he wanted to find ways to assert his power as a property owner. This is 

indicative of the ways that this privately owned development and its community 

engagement apparatus, Urban Strategies, had failed to help residents build community 

across socioeconomic class, but instead produced a space where different constituencies 

were battling for power and control in a neighborhood they felt was being mismanaged. 

Clemons would leave the HPNA two years later in 2012, at which time my collaborator 

Bakion would take over the HPNA as Sergeant-at-arms and then later as the association 

Chair. Bakion found that the tension between homeowners and renters and the 

disgruntled relationship that affordable housing tenants had with property management 

would push many away from participating in the association, and as a result the group 

sought autonomy from Urban Strategies so they could do the work of rebuilding and 

rebranding itself as an independently run organization. 
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The Heritage Park Neighborhood Association Seeks Autonomy and Gets Evicted  
 
 After Clemons left, the HPNA board decided to independently pursue the hiring 

of an executive director to help manage and grow the organization. This was a strategic 

decision that aimed to move the HPNA to a place of greater independence from Urban 

Strategies, whose work centered on youth programming and social services. Terra Cole, a 

native of North Minneapolis and a homeowner in Heritage Park, would become the 

founding executive director, and unlike Clemons, her close ties to the community and 

knowledge of the Hollman consent decree strongly influenced how she approached her 

work. Cole was born in Yuba City, California in 1978 and her family moved to 

Minneapolis in 1988. They moved into the Willard-Hay neighborhood in Near North and 

Cole graduated from the historic North Community High School and went on to receive a 

bachelors from Carleton College and a Master’s of Public Policy from the Humphrey 

School of Public Affairs at the University of Minnesota. In reality, Cole could have left 

North Minneapolis and pursued other lucrative employment opportunities, but instead she 

chose to stay, and in 2008 decided to run for the Minnesota State Legislature. Although 

unsuccessful, Cole was committed to taking what lessons she had learned from her 

professional and community based leadership experience into her new role as executive 

director because as she stated she wanted to be apart of making meaningful, sustainable, 

and regional change for communities of color in the place she called home. This position 

was a chance for Cole to ensure Heritage Park residents had a fighting chance.  

 According to Cole, the HPNA is in a current state of crisis, trying to hold the 

developer and the City accountable to the promises that it made with the Hollman consent 

decree. Cole made it her goal to work with whoever is committed to structural and 



 

  124 

institutional change for communities of color, which will inevitably make those that are 

not equally as committed her adversaries. “I am always in a state of crisis every week.” 

Cole describes her transition as executive director as shear chaos. Since Urban Strategies 

was acting as the HPNA’s fiscal agent and on many occasions not sharing updated 

financial reports with the board, Cole found herself constantly trying to make sense of the 

organization’s budget and in the process retrieved money from the City that was long 

owed to the organization. “Urban Strategies is our competition. They do their thing 

without us. Partner with Northpoint [local health and wellness center originally create 

during War on Poverty era] and we have no idea.”72 The HPNA was already questioning 

whether or not Urban Strategies and the property management were friends or foes to its 

efforts to become more independent, but after receiving an eviction notice from the 

McCormack Baron Ragan the property management office in July of 2014, there was no 

longer any mystery about their relationship.  

 The declining rapport between the HPNA, property management, and Urban 

Strategies (whom Cole stated were full of “seedy characters”), began in the fall of 2013 

when the property management office closed the community room for residential use and 

only made it available for Urban Strategies and other “sanctioned” activities. The 

Heritage Park development was supposed to be an open community based development, 

but property management was no longer allowing residents or the HPNA to utilize the 

space. In July of 2014, the HPNA would be asked to remove all of its belonging from the 

property management office and be prepared to move out of its existing office. The 

HPNA would immediately organize a community meeting entitled “Help Save Our 

Community Organization.” As far as Cole and the board were concerned this was the 
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beginning of a series of attempts by McCormack Baron Ragan and Urban Strategies to 

disenfranchise and disempower low-income Sumner-Glenwood neighborhood residents 

instead of being strong institutional allies. 

Assessing the Contemporary State of Resistant Black Citizenship in the Contemporary 
Neoliberal City 
 
 My collaborator Bakion and the HPNA Executive Director Cole hold differing 

perspectives on how to describe the intimacy of this battle between HPNA and Urban 

Strategies. Bakion believes that it is like a divorce and this situation is a custody battle. 

HPNA is the child and it was Urban Strategies (i.e., the mother) that helped to start the 

organization, but the child had found new leadership in Cole, who aims to lead the 

organization down the path of community ownership and re-branding without the 

influence of Urban Strategies. Cole disagrees with this assessment and describes the 

tension as a battle over an inheritance. “This is a fight between a person who didn’t know 

what their birth right is [HPNA] and those that did not want them [Urban Strategies] to 

know.”73 I strongly agree with Cole, and I believe that the history of Black women 

resisting the uneven landscapes of power between themselves and the City in the fight for 

fair and affordable housing in the Sumner-Glenwood neighborhood is a testament to the 

ways that local power brokers are always already aiming to disempower and displace the 

Black urban poor. However, the bridging of public-private interests in the building of 

Heritage Park has only staged the next sequence of dramatic acts in Black women’s 

history of resistance in the neoliberal city as Bakion, Clemons, and Cole continue the 

struggle over ensuring that those most affected are at the decision making table in a 

neighborhood that has historically denied the Black urban poor the right to participate.  
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 In the case of the HPNA, they should be seen as a success story for the mixed-

income housing model, as they are the first of their kind in a mixed income housing 

development to independently hire an executive director, manage their own budget and 

seek their 501c3 status to become an official community based non-profit led by Black 

residents. However, seeking independence is a threat to Urban Strategies, because 

without the HPNA as its dependent they are cut off from seeking certain city based funds, 

Minneapolis based corporate grants, and relinquish any paternalistic claims over 

neighborhood based community building in Heritage Park. More specifically, 

independence from Urban Strategies makes the HPNA the official neighborhood 

association, which in the City of Minneapolis sanctions them as the recognized 

participatory empowerment body giving them direct access to city funding. As this 

chapter illustrates, everyday Black women are creating history as they live it. However, if 

we are only taking a top-down approach to analyzing the urban political contexts through 

the dominant narrative frames, and not paying attention to competing urban interests and 

the position of those most affected, we will miss the major interventions that these 

women’s resistance has made possible. Battles over once neglected inner city spaces are 

being waged by those citizen subjects that popular discourse has branded as hopeless, 

deviant, and criminal and done in a manner that challenges the nation to reconsider these 

urban spaces as always already abject, which the mainstream media has played a major 

role in framing.   

Notes

 
1. Jackie Byer, phone interview with Brittany Lewis, November 7, 2014. 
 



 

  127 

 
2. See Diane Wolf, Feminist Dilemmas in Fieldwork (Bolder, Colorado: 

Westview Press, 1996) and also Cheryl Rodriguez, “A Homegirl Goes Home: Black 
Feminism and the Lure of Native Anthropology,” in Black Feminist Anthropology: 
Theory, Praxis, Poetics and Politics, ed. Irma McClaurin, (New Brunswick: Rutgers 
University Press), 2001: 233-257 

 
3. Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and 

the Politics of Empowerment (New York, NY: Routledge, 2000). 
   
4. Gloria Jackson, interviewed by Brittany Lewis, Heritage Park Community 

Room, May 28, 2014.  

 5. U.S. Department of Labor, Office of Policy Planning and Research. 1965. The 
Negro Family: The Case for National Action. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of 
Labor, accessed on October 10, 2014, 
http://www.dol.gov/oasam/programs/history/webid- meynihan.htm. This report argued 
that although the history of slavery had grave effects of the Black family structure, it was 
in fact the lack of a Black male patriarch and the resultant large number of Black female 
single headed households that is the source of economic deprivation in the Black family. 

6. Joan Tronto. Moral Boundaries: A Political Argument for An Ethic of Care 
(New York: Routledge, 1994). 

 
7. Collins, Black Feminist Thought, 190. 
 
8. Collins, Black Feminist Thought, 189-192. 
 
9. Nancy Naples, “Activist Mothering: Cross-Generational Continuity in the 

Community Work of Women from Low-Income Urban Neighborhoods,” Gender & 
Society 6.3 (1992), 448. 

 
10. Rhonda Williams, The Politics of Public Housing: Black Women’s Struggle 

Against Urban Inequality (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 4. 
 
11. Williams, The Politics of Public Housing, 44.  
 
12. Ibid., 47.  
 
13. Ibid., 47-48.  
 
14. Ibid. 
 
15. Ibid., 53. 
 
16. Ibid. 



 

  128 

 
 
17. Ibid., 67. 
 
18. Roberta Feldman and Susan Stall, The Dignity of Resistance: Women 

Residents’ Activism in Chicago Public Housing (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2004), 79. 

 
19. Feldman and Stall, The Dignity of Resistance, 91.  
 
20. David Harvey, “Neoliberalism and the City,” Studies in Social Justice 1.1 

(Winter 2007), 6.  
 
21. McGrath, Dennis and Bruce Benidt, “North Side Cautious in Voicing 

Opinions about Police Plan,” Star Tribune, December 9, 1986, 05B. 
  
22. McGrath, “North Side.”  
 
23. Ibid. 
 
24. Dirk Johnson, "Ethnic Change Tests Mettle of Minneapolis Liberalism," New 

York Times, October 18, 1997, late ed., East Coast, A1. 
 
25. Jackson, interview.  
 
26. John Jeter, “An Uneasy Coexistence – Projects House Two Different Worlds,” 

Star Tribune, July 7, 1991, 01A. 
 
27. “1990 Census: Race and Ethnicity by Neighborhood,” City of Minneapolis, 

MN, Last modified November 17, 2011 
http://www.ci.minneapolis.mn.us/census/2000/census_1990-race-and-ethnicity-by-
neighborhood 

 
28. Jeter, “An uneasy coexistence.”  
 
29. Jeter, “An uneasy coexistence.” 
 
30. Jeter, “An uneasy coexistence.” 
 
31. Jeter, “An uneasy coexistence.” 
 
32. Jeter, “An uneasy coexistence.” 
 
33. Moving History 1 & 2: The Hollman Story and Breaking New Ground, 

directed by Hard Working Pictures (2000: St. Paul, Minnesota; the Minneapolis Public 
Housing Authority), DVD.  



 

  129 

 
 
34. Moving History, DVD.   
 
35. Steve Brandt, “Waiting Her Turn for Suit’s Benefit” Star Tribune, July 30, 

2012 accessed September 8, 2014, 
http://www.startribune.com/local/minneapolis/164345066.html. 

 
36. Byer, interview. 
 
37. “Lucille’s Kitchen Cooks Hollman,” Minneapolis Spokesman, February 25-

March 3, 1999, 3C. 
 
38. John Calmore, “Fair Housing Vs. Fair Housing: The Problems with Providing 

Increased Housing Opportunities Through Spatial De-concentration,” Clearinghouse 
Review 14 (1980), 8.  

 
39. Byer, interview.   
 
40. Ibid.   
 
41. Ibid. 
   
42. Matthew Filner, “The Limits of Participatory Empowerment: Assessing the 

Minneapolis Neighborhood Revitalization Program,” State and Local Government 38.2 
(2006), 67. 

 
43. Filner, “The Limits,” 67. 
  
44. Filner, “The Limits,” 72. 
 
45. Robert Asen, Robert, “The Ownership Society, or, Bourgeois Publicity 

Revisited,” in Public Modalities: Rhetoric, Culture, Media and the Shape of Public Life, 
eds. Daniel C. Brouwer and Robert Asen (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 
2010), 125. 

 
46. Byer, interview. 
 
47. Ibid. 
 
48. Jane Hughes and Bob Boyd, interviewed by Brittany Lewis, Minneapolis 

Housing and Redevelopment Authority Main Office, November 22, 2011. 
 
49. Edward Goetz, Clearing the Way: Deconcentrating the Poor in Urban 

America (Washington, D.C.: The Urban Institute Press, 2003), 177. 
  



 

  130 

 
50. Leola Sears, “Hollman, Uncut Part 2 of 4,” Minneapolis Spokesman, March 

23-31, 1999, 2C. 
 
51. Neva Walker, phone interview with Brittany Lewis, August 28, 2014.  

 
52. Leola Sears, “Hollman, Uncut Part 1 of 4,” Minneapolis Spokesman, March 

23-31, 1999, 2C. 
 
53. From NNJ Organizers, “Northside Neighbors for Justice Target Hollman 

implementation,” Minneapolis Spokesman, February 18-24, 1999. 3C 
 
54. “Hollman protesters arrested,” Minneapolis Spokesman, June 1, 1999, 1A 
 
55. Walker, interview. 
 
56. Ibid. 
 
57. Walker stated that in the NNJ’s negotiations with City officials they suggested 

the following: that the City leave the remaining public housing buildings for those who 
were homeless or in fear of being homeless and asked for an increase in the number of 
affordable housing rentals in the new mixed income development. 

 
58. Paul Bropthy and Rhonda Smith, “Mixed-Income Housing: Factors for 

Success,” Cityscape: A Journal of Policy Development and Research, 3.2 (1997): 5. 
 
59. Charlie Edelman, “New Urbanism and Social Equity: A Case Study of 

Heritage Park,” Cities in the 21st Century 1.1 (2009): 21. 
 
60. Kristy Clemons, interviewed by Brittany Lewis, At Hope Community Inc., 

May 1, 2014. 
   
61. Kristy Clemons, interview. 
 
62. Ibid. 
 
63. Ibid. 
 
64. Ibid. 
 
65. Byer, interview. 
 
66. Clemons, interview. 
 
67. Ibid. 
 



 

  131 

 
68. Ibid. 
 
69. Ibid. 
 
70. Steve Brandt, “Twenty Years After Hollman Lawsuit,” Star Tribune, retrieved 

on July 27, 2012, accessed on July 30, 2014,   
http://www.startribune.com/local/minneapolis/164100806.html. 

 
 71. Clemons, interview.  
 

72. Terra Cole, interviewed by Brittany Lewis, At Heritage Park Main Office, 
November 24, 2014.   

 
73. Terra Cole, interview. 



 

  132 

 

The Waste Products of the American Dream: Framing Black Cultural Pathology in Times 

of Crisis and The News Media’s Fight to Control the Narrative 

 
 
 
In one of the most blatant displays of racism underscoring the biopolitical 
‘live free or die’ agenda in Bush’s America, the dominant media 
increasingly framed the events that unfolded during and immediately after 
the hurricane by focusing on acts of crime, looting, rape and murder, 
allegedly perpetrated the black residents of New Orleans. In predictable 
fashion, politicians such as Louisiana Governor Kathleen Blanco issues 
an order allowing soldiers to shoot to kill looters in an effort to restore 
calm. Later inquiries revealed that almost all of these crimes did not take 
place … It must be noted that there is more at stake here than the 
resurgence of old-style racism; there is recognition that some groups have 
the power to protect themselves from such stereotypes and others do not, 
and for those who do not—especially poor blacks—racist myths have a 
way of producing precise, if not deadly, material consequences. 

 
         -Henry Giroux1  
 
 
 In “Reading Hurricane Katrina: Race, Class and the Biopolitics of Disposability,” 

Henry Giroux argues that a new modality of state terrorism reared its ugly head in the 

aftermath of the momentous storm. He contends that when disturbing images of dead 

Black bodies floating in the Gulf Coast waters and depictions of the walking wounded 

were widely distributed, it compelled the media to turn back to questions of race thereby 

shattering the “conservative fiction of living in a color-blind society.”2 In “How Shall We 

Remember New Orleans?” Linda Robertson argues that the racialized media coverage of 

Katrina fell in line with popular discourses of Black cultural pathology that deploys the 

“myth that the predominately African American population trapped in New Orleans were 

victims of their own ‘mentality of dependence’ fostered by a welfare society.”3  
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 The politics of disposability, according to Giroux, signifies a new type of 

biopolitics, which “not only includes state-sanctioned violence but also relegates entire 

populations to spaces of invisibility and disposability.”4 In short, the new biopolitics is 

delineated by the power to decide who may live and who may die—necropolitics—and 

thus defines who has access to the privileges of citizenship and who does not.5 This new 

form of state terrorism became possible through decades of conservative backlash politics 

that aimed to dismantle the welfare state by using reactionary rhetoric that criminalized 

the Black urban poor for failing to take “personal responsibility,” obscuring structural 

and historical forces. The resulting dominant visual economy that demonizes Black life, 

culture, and space creates a popular narrative that determines who is a “worthy” and 

“unworthy” victim. I argue that being able to influence the popular narrative that frames 

the Black community’s public existence is critical if the Black urban poor is going to 

draw the nation’s attention to the structural and historical forces that created and continue 

to perpetuate concentrated Black poverty today. The mainstream media coverage of 

Hurricane Katrina was an extreme and blatant case of racist narrative framing, which 

resulted in detrimental policy actions by our national government. However, similar 

dynamics emerged at the northern end of the Mississippi in the wake of another natural 

disaster, which in scale is not comparable to the devastation of Katrina, however the 

framing of Black citizens as unworthy by the mainstream media illustrates striking 

commonalities. 

 In May 22, 2011, a tornado ripped through the heart of North Minneapolis, MN 

(See chapter one). Similar to the post-Katrina media coverage, the mainstream media 

chose to utilize readily available stock narratives of Black cultural pathology that blames 
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Black poverty on the victims of a natural disaster suffering from decades of city, state, 

and federal disinvestment. This racialized framing is qualified by naming displaced 

tornado victims as morally bankrupt, dependent, and criminal, which was then used to 

warrant the nation’s indictment, neglect, and exploitation of its undesirable Black 

populations in the aftermath of the tornado recovery efforts. I go further to suggest that 

the Black press is an important Black counterpublic space that enables the community to 

control its narrative by challenging dominant spheres of knowledge and contesting its 

racialized mediated distortions. I argue that being able to influence the popular narrative 

that frames the Black community’s public existence is critical if the Black urban poor is 

going to draw the nations attention to the structural and historical forces that created and 

continues to perpetuate concentrated Black poverty, which the mainstream media 

repeatedly ignores. More specifically, how do the narratives that circulate throughout the 

media about Black life, culture, and space before and after the North Minneapolis tornado 

provide the city and state a scapegoat for its neglectful policies and procedures? What 

role does the Black press play in creating a Black counterpublic space to resist this 

dominant visual and discursive economy? I will explore these questions by 

contextualizing the ways that racial framing in the news media have characterized life, 

culture, and space in declining Black communities across the U.S, but in North 

Minneapolis and in times of crisis specifically.  

 First, I make the case that the racial framing in the news media is grounded in 

narratives of Black cultural pathology, which blame Black poverty on generations of 

familial dysfunction that presumably breed a culture of criminality. I do this by analyzing 

a series of major interventions made by critical communication scholars as they draw 
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parallels between the ways that the discursive and visual economy of abject Blackness 

aims to denounce “race” as a significant factor obscuring structural, historical, and 

judicial factors. Second, I do a close reading of a few scholarly texts that illustrate the 

ways that the Black urban poor were represented in the mainstream media post-Katrina. 

In doing so, I expose the mainstream media’s unwillingness to interrogate the causes of 

Black poverty even in times of crisis, which is a technology also used in the mainstream 

media coverage post-North Minneapolis tornado. Third, I explore the impact that racial 

framing of North Minneapolis has had on community growth and advancement using 

community voices. Fourth, I do a comparative analysis of news coverage immediately 

after the tornado between the Minneapolis Spokesman-Recorder and the Minneapolis 

Star Tribune. By comparing the narrative appeals of a historic Black press to a local 

dominant press, I aim to denaturalize the mainstream press as the standard, reposition the 

importance of the Black press as a Black counterpublic space needed to aide the 

community in taking control of the narrative, and exposing the ways that readily available 

stock narratives of Black cultural pathology are used to mark the Black urban poor as 

unworthy even after a natural disaster. Lastly, I conclude by analyzing the importance of 

Black counterpublic spaces in the process of reclaiming the urban renewal narrative 

particularly for resistant Black women.  

Building the Black Pathological Frame: Critical Ruptures in Communication 
Scholarship and the Shifting Meanings of Race  
 
 Critical communication scholars have articulated a compelling critique of the 

ways that the mainstream news media continues to contribute to what Robert Entman 

calls the “modern racism” appeal by reinforcing and recirculating anti-Black sentiments.6 

Entman’s understanding of modern racism resonates with Eduardo Bonilla-Silva and 
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John Powell’s concept of colorblind racism which states that race is not biological, but 

cultural, thereby negating the social factor of race.7 Early eugenics paradigms promoted 

the idea that race was biological and thus “nature” was to blame for the presumed 

racialized deficiencies of Blacks, which needed to be controlled. However, in 

contemporary colorblind iterations of race it is not biological determinism that is to 

blame for Black deficiencies, but the moral and social environments that they “nurture” is 

to blame. This renders Black men and women living in dilapidated urban spaces objects 

of their own deficient creation, which obscures the historical and social factors that 

created concentrated Black poverty. This logic then suggests that we are living in a “post-

racial” society where individuals either succeed or fail based on their own work ethic, 

which presumably has no racial dimensions. This is what Patricia Williams calls racism 

in drag. Later in a more exhaustive project, Entman and Rojecki demonstrate how 

mediated images of African Americans in the mainstream media help shape the White 

mind’s racial understandings and subsequent misunderstandings.8 In the chapter titled 

“Benign Neglect in the Poverty of News,” Entman and Rojecki argue that by neglecting 

to explain racial discrimination and other structural sources of Black poverty, the 

mainstream news aids in white denial of racism and reduces the likelihood that political 

leaders will address the costly and complex issues of poverty.9   

 By examining 1980s news coverage on ABC, NBC and CBS, Entman and 

Rojecki explore the ways that visual cues equate blackness with poverty and inherent 

criminality.  Entman and Rojecki also rely on survey data of Indianapolis residents to 

illustrate how denial about the causes of poverty aligns directly with the racially 

discriminatory narratives of the media. Lastly, Entman and Rojecki explore how 
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contemporary references to poverty couched in terms such as “welfare”, “crime”, and 

“underclass” denote a burden to the nation that then blames the Black urban poor for the 

social isolation they must endure, thereby displacing the power of white supremacy and 

racialized public policies.10 Similarly, Martin Gilens argues that the mainstream media 

makes poverty an issue of the Black urban poor’s creation by describing them as lazy and 

unmotivated. In doing so, the mainstream media creates a new class category, the 

“undeserving poor.”11 Uncovering America’s contradictory opinion about welfare 

recipients as mostly African American, when in fact over 70% are White, Gilens aims to 

critique how diminished public support for welfare programs has become a contemporary 

racial project sanctioned by the media.12   

  David Wilson argues that both conservatives and liberals relied upon the social 

construction of Black life and culture to make sense of Black-on-Black violence in the 

1980s.13  The production and reproduction of discourses and narratives of Black cultural 

pathology articulated by neoliberal conservative political and economic leaders of the 

1980s aimed to blame the underclass for the state of declining urban cities. In doing so, 

these conservative leaders built a case for the dismantling of the welfare state. “Brute 

articulations about deficient kids in dysfunctional neighborhoods concealed a constructed 

field of understanding that laid out a supportive reality for conservative discussion.”14 

Framed by the notion that a crisis of values was taking place in poor urban communities 

conservatives potent meanings and images reaffirmed the idea that the “loss of Black life 

by black-on-black violence was made a grisly but logical outgrowth of sinister culture. 

Loss of life was coded as expected, inexorable, the outcome of people not trying hard 

enough to extricate themselves from destructive circumstances.”15 This racialized 
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discursive framing strongly suggested to the public which bodies and communities we 

should fear. Following the spatial turn, Wilson argues that mediated discourse is not the 

only force that frames the nation’s understanding of Black cultural pathology, but also 

“representations of space,” as described by Henri Lefebvre, are critical to the rising 

political power of the neoliberal conservative agenda. “This space, a staged place of 

unending horror, was populated with the most garish manifestations of social 

dysfunction: drug dealers, struggling families, unsafe streets, vile parks and open spaces, 

roaming gangs, and discordant kids.”16 The creation of a moral panic through distorted 

images of space by political figures from Ronald Reagan to Republican candidates for the 

presidency in 2012 have aimed to inflame the fears and anxieties of dominant white 

culture and its mythical understandings of the ghetto, which obscure the role that federal 

and local governments have played in shaping the urban crisis. This is clearly seen in the 

different ways that cocaine and crack abusers were depicted in the mainstream media. 

Framing Cocaine and Crack: A Strategic Policy Measure By the State  

 Early cocaine narratives that featured mostly upper class white addicts in the 

media often framed white drug users as “redeemable offenders” or “self-indulgent” 

addicts. These stories relied less on the courts and police and more on drug counselors 

and treatment programs to help these lost souls find their way back to mainstream 

society.17 However, the “discovery” of crack, a cheaper form of cocaine, found in inner 

city neighborhoods became the ultimate threat to the safety and authority of white 

America, as the news media and conservative politicians were telling it. Depicting the 

crack house as a “terrifying” and “alien” space in the Black community where addicts 

were beyond rehabilitation, the news media often accompanied the police on raids to 
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catch a glimpse of the “war on drugs.18” “Ideologically, this way of viewing the ‘cocaine 

epidemic’ echoed the New Right’s scapegoating of the urban poor in general, and inner-

city communities of color in particular, for social problems caused by decades of 

economic and demographic decline and federal disinvestment.”19 This racialized 

mainstream media coverage would translate into disproportionate criminal sentencing 

rates for those found in possession of crack verse those found with cocaine, which former 

Hennepin County Court Judge Pamela Alexander deemed unconstitutional in 1990, 

despite the national antidrug movement.20  

 Any cursory examination of urban public policy and constitutional law at the city, 

state or federal level throughout history would highlight a number of intentional 

government mandates and unregulated institutional practices used to isolate and 

disenfranchise the Black urban poor. However, as Carol Stabile argues in White Victims, 

Black Villains, the criminalization of Black culture did not end with the Black man. The 

second pathologizing of Black culture came with the criminalization of Black mothers 

receiving government assistance.21 Reagan’s framing of the “welfare queen” as a corrupt 

Black female who is undeserving of federal intervention, then becomes the crack mother 

who gives birth to the crack babies, “depicting female crack users as products of that now 

familiar culture of dependency …agents of their own destruction.”22 This second 

pathologizing of Black culture engineered racialized gendered prejudices against Black 

mothers and marked them as inherently criminal, hypersexual, and morally bankrupt thus 

incapable of being “good” mothers and proper vessels for the transfer of middle class 

family values. Political scientist Ange Marie-Hancock argues that this created a hostile 

political context for Black mothers where public demonization was normalized in the 
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popular image of the “welfare queen” and then used to validate paternalistic welfare 

policies—producing a national politics of disgust.23 Enticing white “common sense” fears 

about Black life, culture, and space is a strategic political maneuver that allows 

conservative politicians to legitimate their own political significance and demonize low-

income inner city communities and its inhabitants as the culprits of urban decay, 

delivering the state from any blame. It is once again the individual’s fault, which 

obscures the ways structural forces, history, and institutionalized racism continue to 

influence our nations politics today. 

The Racial Order of Things: Contesting Neoliberal Individualism & Post-Racial 
Politics  
 
 Catherine Squires’ book, Dispatches from the Color Line, argues that the hybrid 

racial and ethnic identities claimed by multiracial people are co-opted by the mainstream 

media and other dominant interests to up hold a linear narrative of racial progress making 

it difficult for society to break from the white-black binary.24 In the first section, Squires’ 

uses the case studies of Susan Phipps, the Malone brothers, and Maria Hylton to explore 

how four people negotiated their multiracial identity in the public sphere. Mainstream 

media coverage in these cases placed blame on the individuals rather than interrogating 

the social and political system that allowed racism to persist. Squires’ argues that these 

mediated moments in multiracial history were simply missed opportunities by a 

mainstream media unwilling to destabilize whiteness. In the second section, Squires’ 

compares dominant and ethnic minority press coverage of the inclusion of a new 

multiracial category in the 2000 Census. Through content analysis, Squires highlights the 

ways that the ethnic minority press marked the 2000 Census as a contemporary racial 

project that only reshaped the racial present using tools from our racist past while the 
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dominant press embraced multiracial identity and individual choice as the solution to 

contemporary race relations.25  

 Squires’ ends her book by exploring how the multiracial framing of Tiger Woods 

and Barack Obama advance a new mode of racial citizenship—a racial politics that 

detaches itself from our racist past.26 Squires’ astute attention to the ways that questions 

of racial identity and choice have been individualized in today’s media coverage becomes 

the quintessential illustration of colorblind politics as a tool used by the state and the 

media to relinquish citizens of any collective responsibility to addressing our nation’s 

racial past and present. In alignment with Squires’, Giroux’s article argues that the 

framing of Katrina victims as responsible for their own plight reaffirms colorblind 

politics and neoliberal ideology. This gives contemporary conservatives the rhetorical 

tools that they need to dismiss the idea of a nation with any collective responsibility or 

commitment to the “common good” for liberal individualism. In short, the mainstream 

media continued to blame the Black urban poor for their dire economic and material 

circumstances even after a natural circumstance that was completely out of their control 

displaced them from their homes. Even so, an entire community of economically 

distressed Black residents living mostly in the lower ninth ward of New Orleans was 

under national indictment by the mainstream media. 

Blatant Racism on the Cover: Hurricane Katrina and Racial Framing in the Current 
Conjuncture. 
 
 Michael Lacy and Kathleen Haspel argue that major news coverage of Hurricane 

Katrina evacuees is mediated by mythic storylines that offer distinctions between the 

western hero as savior and the Black villain as dangerous “Other.”27 Through a collection 

of 323 news stories about Hurricane Katrina, these authors rearticulate how the use of 
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dramatic metaphors produce a particularly disabling narrative for Black evacuees and 

thus blames the victims. Lacy and Haspel argue that by creating a diffuse text the media 

is able to play on the cultural fears and anxieties of dominate white society. “We found 

that the news discourse produced a mythic narrative featuring an apocalyptic scene filled 

with dangerous black brutes and chaos, which implied that a great white militaristic force 

should restore order and rescue the culture.”28 The creation and perpetuation of this 

dominant “mythic” narrative by the news media subverts the power of structural racism 

in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina and absolves the federal government for not 

responding in a timely manner and in many cases aborting their rescue missions 

completely.   

 Lacy and Haspel categorize the news stories as contributing to two major 

narratives: either of the “apocalyptic scene” or “fallen heroes.” In the apocalyptic scene, 

New Orleans is framed by the media as a “primitive swamp that unleashes primordial and 

sinful creatures in the form of dangerous black brutes who looted, raped, murdered and 

took over the city.”29 This mediated framing has deleterious affects on the mistreatment 

and violence that Black evacuees would endure by city, state and federal officials with 

orders to shoot to kill. The “fallen heroes scene” implicates the Bush administration as 

failures that were incapable of rescuing women and children from dangerous Black 

brutes. This then made Black victims the scapegoats for rescue officials who pulled out 

aid, because of the presumed animality of the evacuees while praising civil servants like 

the National Guard for “civilizing” the chaotic Black community.   

 The dominant press is praised for its scathing critique of the Bush administration, 

but is never challenged by dominant political figures or the white masses for its framing 
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of Black evacuees as the biggest threat to come out of Katrina. This further negated the 

need for many “proper white citizens” to have a serious conversation about the role that 

structural racism played in the framing of Black evacuees as criminal during a time of 

crisis created by a natural disaster. The dominant “mythic” narratives constructed by the 

mainstream media were used to inflame white fears and thereby directly affected 

government responses to the crisis at hand and the demonization of Black bodies more 

specifically.    

 Another compelling example of this discursive framing can be found in Michael 

Eric Dyson’s book, Come Hell or High Water. Describing a series of captioned 

photographs released by the Associated Press (AP) the day after the storm struck, Dyson 

illustrates the ways that Black guilt and white innocence were depicted in the dominant 

news media.   

In the first photo, a young black man clasps items in each arm as he forges 
through the floodwaters.  The caption to the AP (Associated Press) photo 
of him reads: ‘A young man walks through chest deep flood water after 
looting a grocery store in New Orleans … In the second photo, also from 
AP, a young white man and woman tote food items in their hands as they 
carry backpacks and slush through the flood waters. The caption 
accompanying their photograph reads: ‘Two residents wade through chest-
deep water after finding bread and soda from a local grocery store after 
Hurricane Katrina …’.30 
 

Despite the fact that all grocery stores after the storm hit were no longer open for 

business, these mediated accounts would have the nation of on lookers believe that the 

young Black man acted criminally to get groceries—because it is called “looting” and the 

white couple’s act was out of reasonable necessity as it was called “finding.” Dyson is 

critical of these narrative cues and suggests that calling the two white individuals 

“residents” and the Black evacuee “a young black man” reaffirms who is a proper citizen 
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and who is not. The young Black man is a disruption to the social order of things and 

becomes a representation of troubled Black youth.31 This racialized frame made Black 

evacuees scapegoats to a nation of on-lookers who have absolved themselves of civic 

responsibility, because the young Black male presumably violated the nations codes of 

ethical citizenship and was unworthy of national sympathy.  

 In “How Shall We Remember New Orleans?” Linda Robertson found that for 

commentators that actually attempted a comparison between post-Katrina New Orleans 

and the Midwest Floods like Rush Limbaugh and Neil Boortz they aimed to show how 

much better Midwesterns responded. More specifically, these commentators described 

white Midwesterners as hardworking people helping themselves unlike the violently 

welfare dependent people of Katrina waiting for help.32 Robertson states, “these 

commentators who applauded the Midwesterners for not asking for handouts ignored the 

massive influx of support from FEMA precisely because of the disaster in New Orleans, 

and they ignored as well the call by the governors of the affected states for emergency 

funding above and beyond what would usually be allocated.”33 In doing so, these 

commentators follow the logics of neoliberalism that privilege rugged individualism over 

an intentional discussion about the massive issue of racialized poverty that is plaguing 

many major cities across the nation, including major Midwestern metropolitan areas. 

“…Omaha has the third-largest black poverty rate among the hundred largest 

metropolitan areas in America and the highest percentage of African American children 

living below the poverty line of any American city. Only one city, Minneapolis, has a 

wider income gap between white and African American populations.”34 Robertson argues 

that the mainstream media fails to take advantage of an opportunity to engage in a critical 



 

  145 

dialogue about the troubling national issues of poverty and race, but instead choose to 

rehearse popular narrative scripts that reaffirm cultural stereotypes and leave disparities 

such as those that plagued cities like New Orleans, Omaha, and Minneapolis 

unaddressed. The blatantly racist mainstream media coverage that was presented in the 

aftermath of hurricane Katrina provides a clear framework for analyzing the politics of 

race and racial framing in the media coverage that condemns other urban Black 

environments today. In North Minneapolis, Minnesota, an understudied northern urban 

city with some of the nation’s largest disparities between white and Black residents, the 

media’s indictment of the Black urban poor has created a barrier for community growth, 

which becomes clearer in the mainstream media’s coverage of the North Minneapolis 

tornado. 

Framing North Minneapolis: Community Counternarratives and the Historic Selling 
of Black Cultural Pathology by the Media and the City 
 
 In the 2007, The Northway Community Trust, a non-profit community support 

organization, published the North Minneapolis Community Listening Project Report. The 

report aimed to give voice to and highlight the needs of the North Minneapolis 

community—most of whom are African American. The community acknowledged its 

strengths as the following: “the diversity of its residents, the diversity of available 

resources, neighborhood schools and the positive role of local churches,”35 Despite the 

community’s positive outlook on itself, listening project collaborators at Metropolitan 

State University in the Psychology M.A. program found that residents were still fighting 

an uphill battle against its image in the media.  

The media has done a great disservice to North Minneapolis (N. Mpls.). 
Non-residents view the community as one of the most violent areas of the 
city, full of drug dealing, gang violence, prostitution, and poverty. The 
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media has sensationalized so much of the bad that happens in N. Mpls., 
much of the good is unknown.36  
 

When evaluating what factors have made it difficult for the North Minneapolis 

community to “develop, implement and evaluate innovative solutions to critical 

community problems,” these researchers have found that the mainstream media’s role in 

framing the narrative of the community has made it nearly impossible to create a new 

image.  

For example, a Minneapolis’ City Pages Cover Story in August 2004 said, 
‘This year the murder rate has doubled in North Minneapolis. What's 
changed? Nothing, really. That's the trouble.’ Television news coverage 
often focuses on the latest crime committed in N. Mpls. While ignoring 
similar crimes in other parts of the metropolitan area, the negative image 
portrayed by the Twin Cities media has created a powerful stigma that 
feeds the destructive forces.37 
 

The trends found in the listening sessions are indicative of the larger pattern of 

selling Black cultural pathology to the white masses. The media marks North 

Minneapolis and its mostly Black residents inherently criminal and thus reaffirms 

white suburban fears about troubled Black youth and a culture of poverty that the 

Black urban poor themselves perpetuate. What these articles typically do not do is 

explore what social, economic or political factors contribute to the dismal 

economic realities of Black residents in North Minneapolis, which is most often 

sanctioned by city and state practices. The Listening report goes further to state 

that,  

…even the Mayor can’t get away from casting a doom and gloom image 
for N. Mpls.  In Mayor Rybak’s recent annual state of the city address, he 
paid special attention to Minneapolis’ north side.  As reported in the Star 
Tribune (April 18, 2006), ‘the mayor said he believes this generation in 
Minneapolis will be judged on what it can do for the Northside, a part of 
the city now mired in unemployment and crime.38 
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While Mayor Rybak does acknowledge a socioeconomic factor (unemployment) 

he does not elaborate on the disinvestment by private civil employers in the area. 

Nor does he create a separation between unemployment as a result of a sluggish 

economy and unemployment as a condition of culture—the latter of which is a 

stereotype, while the former is a statistical outcome that could be remedied. The 

mainstream media’s discursive assault against the Black urban poor became 

clearer in 2011, when a tornado ripped through the heart of the city’s most 

impoverished Black neighborhoods in North Minneapolis. Similar to the 

mainstream media coverage that followed the aftermath of hurricane Katrina, it 

was in a time of crisis that our nation’s politics of racelessness was challenged 

and exposed for all those cognizant enough to acknowledge that nature brought 

the destruction not the people. The Black press asked the critical questions, and 

the mainstream media distorted the aftermath using stock narratives of Black 

cultural pathology. 

Framing Who Is Worthy of Assistance? The Black Press and Mainstream 
Distortions in Times of Crisis  
  
 In Catherine Squire’s article “Rethinking the Black Public Sphere: An Alternative 

Vocabulary for Multiple Public Spheres” in Communication Theory she argues that 

despite the lack of synchronicity in today’s Black counterpublics they do in fact exist, but 

are no longer acting from a common ideology as exemplified in the political actions of 

the 1950s and 1960s.39 Although these multiple and divergent Black counterpublics 

might not appear as uniform in their direct actions, they are still waging important 

political and discursive battles. However, the Black press, which has historically served 

as a space where “conversations about Black publicity, rights, and interests take place 
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and are transformed into strategies to counter the oppression of White supremacist rule,” 

continues to maintain its commitment to providing a counterpublic sphere for the Black 

community and its allies looking for alternative sources of information.40  

 I have chosen to compare the Minneapolis Spokesman-Recorder and the 

Minneapolis Star Tribune to illustrate why it is so important that declining inner city 

communities have a press that will talk explicitly about existing racial hierarchies and 

institutional racism. I juxtapose the interventions made by the Black press with that of the 

Minneapolis Star Tribune to highlight how the dominant press works in collusion with 

the city and state by using disingenuous discursive practices to mark the Black urban 

poor as their own worst enemies. In doing so, I aim to disrupt the hierarchy of setting the 

Black press as “other” to the mainstream. In Newspaper Coverage of Interethnic 

Conflict: Competing Visions of America, Hemant Shah and Michael Thornton argue that 

an unequal public sphere exists where visibility and influence vary depending on an 

audience’s source of mediate information—traditional versus alternative voices available 

via the press. To do this, they provide readers a comparative model that focuses on the 

ways that the general circulation media and the ethnic minority press depict interethnic 

conflict in 3 major U.S. cities—Washington D.C., Miami and Los Angeles in the 1990s. 

As such, Shah and Thornton claim that in order to have a “complementary, inclusive and 

democratic,”41 public sphere we need the ethnic minority press to “reveal problems with 

existing power relations.” This is because the mainstream press is not yet committed to 

“exposing white privilege and racial hierarchy and socioeconomic differences based on 

race.”42 The general circulation press often perpetuates racial hegemony in the media by 

not raising questions about power, social justice and culture. The ethnic minority press 
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typically provides an alternative worldview that challenges structural inequalities and 

white privilege more generally.   

 The Minneapolis Spokesman-Recorder is the longest standing African American 

newspaper in Minnesota. Originally published by the late Civil Rights activist, Cecil 

Newman this weekly paper has been known to “pick up where the mainstream media 

fails African American communities,”43 by helping to mobilize the Black community 

around issues that it would not otherwise be aware of and share its stories of triumph that 

go untold. The Minneapolis Spokesman-Recorder would also employ individuals like 

Gordon Parks, providing a renowned Black photographer with the resources to launch his 

journalism career. The Minneapolis Star Tribune is one of the largest daily circulation 

newspapers in the U.S, which is currently owned by a group of 40 banks and other 

financial institutions.  

 I went to the archives of the Minnesota Spokesman-Recorder and pulled two 

weekly papers, May 26-June 2, 2011, and June 2-June 8, 2011 I read this coverage to 

illuminate what narratives the Black press was providing during the aftermath of the 2011 

tornado. These articles are cited in (Table 1, “Minneapolis Spokesman-Recorder 

Coverage May 26-June 8, 2011”). I found that the Spokesman’s coverage contained two 

main themes; 1) explicitly repudiating the idea that reports of shooting and looting were 

the real story of devastation, and; 2) questioning the spirit of giving that politicians, 

corporations and other community entities proclaimed after the tornado—asserting that 

such aid was needed well before the tornado. Such aid could not then be thought of as a 

just or heroic response to the disaster. It needed to be seen as too little, too late for a 

community suffering from decades of disinvestment and benign neglect.    
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 Through a Lexus Nexus search I located 84 articles in the Minneapolis Star 

Tribune from May 22, 2011-June 5, 2011 that included coverage of a “tornado.” After 

reading and reviewing those 84 articles I identified those that actually addressed the 

impact the tornado had on North Minneapolis and disregarded articles that were not full-

length with a minimum of 600 words. I had eighteen articles to read and analyze and five 

themes emerged from my close reading, often tied together by a thread of key words or 

phrases. These themes include: 1) setting the scene of the storm’s chaos by highlighting 

the fear and presence of looting; 2) the city, state and federal governments need to build a 

case for disaster resources through multiple assessment efforts; 3) disaster victims as 

uninsured dependents without shelter and thus in a constant state of mourning; 4) 

unscrupulous contractors and slumlords taking advantage of disaster victims; and 5) the 

overwhelming presence of volunteers. Citations for all the articles analyzed can be found 

in (Table 3). I also made note of whose interests were being served by the type of 

coverage that the Minneapolis Star Tribune gave in the first two weeks. Being able to 

influence the popular narrative that frames the Black community’s public existence is 

critical if the Black urban poor is going to draw the nation’s attention to the structural and 

historical forces that created and continue to perpetuate concentrated Black poverty—the 

tornado before the tornado.  

Setting the Record Straight: The Black Press, Untold Stories, and Critical Questions  

 The Minneapolis Spokesman-Recorder as mentioned before is a weekly paper, 

which means that they featured a fewer number of articles than the mainstream press 

published during my selected time frame. However, the three articles that directly 

addressed the tornados impact on North Minneapolis residents offered a stark alternative 
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to the Minneapolis Star Tribune’s coverage. These articles explicitly repudiate the 

narrative of looting and shooting as the real story of devastation and critically questioned 

the giving spirit of people and major corporations immediately following the tornado.   

 

Table 1 
Minneapolis Spokesman-Recorder Coverage May 26-June 8, 2011 

Theme Author  Title Date Section Page  
Theme 1: 
The Real 
Story of 

Devastation 

James L. 
Stroud & 
Stephani 

Maari 
Booker 

Storm rips 
trail of 

destruction 
through 
North 

Minneapolis 

May 26-June 
1, 2011 
Edition 

News 1 

Theme 2:  
Questioning 
the Spirit of 

Giving 
 

James L. 
Stroud  

Relief 
efforts 
sweep 
though 
North 

Minneapolis 

June 2-June 
8, 2011 

News 1 

Mel Reeves Disaster June 2-June 
8, 2011 
Edition 

News 1 

Source: Author’s comprehensive assessment of MSR 2011 tornado coverage from May 
26-June 8 direct from the MSR newspaper archives.  
 
 
 The first article published in the May 26-June 1, 2011 edition did not talk about 

looters, shooting, or reports of home invasion, but rather the community’s concern over 

the preservation of its landmark institutions and the high spirits of those impacted young 

and old. “We were glad that the Five Points Building, where KMOJ-FM is housed, 

seemed to be undamaged.”  KMOJ is a community based radio station that was created in 

the 1970s to act as a vehicle for communication for the African American community in 

the former Sumner-Olson and Glenwood-Lyndale housing projects. It was originally 

known as WMOJ, which former Black mothers in public housing remembered as a site of 
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community connection in chapter 2. An important historical voice during and following 

the social upheaval of the late 1970s and 80s, KMOJ has long played an important role in 

the development of a politically conscious and socially engaged Black community—an 

alternative public sphere. Contributing writer, Mel Reeves is quoted as saying that, 

“‘There were young people volunteering their labor, and others brought food, water and 

other groceries to KMOJ radio, which served as a distribution point.’” It is interesting to 

note that such locally based efforts, clearly connected to the preservation of an important 

culturally relevant institution, did not appear in any part of the mainstream media’s 

coverage. In contrast to the initial coverage offered by the Minneapolis Star Tribune that 

painted a picture of chaos and disorder typically associated with the “lawless” behavior 

of unruly Black youth, the Minneapolis Spokesman-Recorder captured a narrative that 

placed Black youth at the center of the immediate relief efforts in the community while 

praising thriving Black institutions that opened its doors as a place where the community 

could drop off food and water to be distributed to those most in need. In this instance the 

Black press refuted the notion that the Black urban poor were not the ideal victims of 

national circumstance and provided a narrative of community connection, support, and 

institutional pride that directly challenges dominant narrative frames.  

 The second week of coverage published in the June 2-June 8, 2011 edition, stated 

explicitly that, “some media outlets choose to go with the preplanned story for disaster in 

Black neighborhoods: ‘They stealing, they looting, they shooting.’” The author explained 

that those few members of the community that resorted to such behavior were not the true 

stories of devastation. Rather, it was “about groups of teenagers on their own initiative 

helping cut and remove debris,” and the “makeshift kitchens” that opened up all over the 
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neighborhood to feed those in need. This article made it clear that despite the physical 

devastation of the disaster, the community “didn’t take a lot of time for self pity,” which 

the dominant media would contrast in ways that presume that the Black urban poor gave 

up control and responsibility for their situation. The Black presses approach “talks back” 

to the sensational individual narratives of hopelessness that the Minneapolis Star Tribune 

published by presenting Black residents as incapable of coming together and addressing 

its own immediate needs.   

 In the same edition there was an article that commented on the rise of 

volunteerism. This article paid more attention to the ways that the community was 

helping one another rather than focusing on the savior complex of mostly white 

suburbanites who came into the area to soothe their own anxieties. While taking notes 

walking through the neighborhood, the author noted, “a mix of family, friends and 

neighbors working together to help their fellow man.” The Minneapolis Star Tribune 

placed the white outsider and their consciousness at the center of the narrative frame and 

the victims of disaster as the backdrop fixtures almost akin to the ways that actors in 

Blackface hung in the periphery of the screen in the 1915 silent film The Birth of A 

Nation. However, the Black press chose to feature the critical insights of the victims of 

national disaster who compelled its readers to consider the dismal economic 

circumstances that existed before the tornado ripped through the heart of the community. 

This undoubtedly compelled its readership to consider the structural and historical forces 

that had created the tornado before the tornado. For instance, while at a relief event 

organized by the Minneapolis Parks & Recreation Board, Hennepin County, and the City 

of Minneapolis, a resident volunteer is quoted as saying, “It would be great to see this 
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kind of spirit nationwide all the time, especially with our politicians from both parties. 

Especially before there is a 9/11, tornado damage, or death. How about being that way 

before the storm comes?” Elated to be in the presence of such high spirits, this resident 

volunteer is skeptical of the longevity of these volunteer efforts and the now more 

frequent presence of politicians. Drawing our attention to the often-disingenuous 

coalition politics that arise when it benefits the moral imperatives of another, this resident 

volunteer illustrates what happens when a community is subject to decades of systemic 

disinvestment sanctioned by the state—nominal valorization when it is politically 

profitable. 

Dominant Scripts: Chaos, Looting, Blackness, Oh My! 

 The Minneapolis Star Tribune continued the dominant national trend of shaping 

the public perception of the Black urban poor using stock narratives of Black cultural 

pathology, which are often used to justify racialized public policy measures that 

undermine the Black community by naming them shiftless, dependent, and morally 

bankrupt. In the eighteen articles that I analyzed, the five themes that emerged (urban 

chaos, uninsured dependents, slumlords, and volunteerism) were used to discursively 

condemn an entire community for damage that was clearly not their fault and renders a 

critical analysis of structural forces somehow irrelevant. Examples of these themes are 

illustrated in a sample of relevant quotes below, (See Table, 1 “Examples of Relevant 

Quotations in the Minneapolis Star Tribune”). 
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Table 2 
Examples of Relevant Quotations in the Minneapolis Star Tribune  

Theme Quotations from MST  Date of 
Article 

1) Urban Chaos 
and Looting 

“…eight Minneapolis police officers, grim-faced, threaded their way past  
toppled trees, providing some sense of order amid the chaos.”  

May 23, 
2011 

2) Assessing the 
Damage 

“Council Member Don Samuels called on North Siders not to hold back on  
disclosing their losses. ‘This is not the time for that pride,’ he said.  
A federal declaration also would reimburse 75 percent of eligible public  
costs, including repairs to infrastructure and costs of responding to the  
disaster.” 

May 26, 
2011 

3) Uninsured 
Dependents 
without shelter 

“The wicked winds ripped the roof off her apartment building at 25th and 
Penn Avenues, snatching away her newfound independence with it. While 
the building undergoes repair, McDaniel's family is one of 30 calling an 
overflow homeless shelter, the Drake Hotel in downtown Minneapolis, 
home.” 

May 24, 
2011 

4) 
Unscrupulous 
Contractors & 
Slumlords 

“Thirty minutes after the tornado roared across north Minneapolis  
on May 22, contractors began swarming through the beleaguered  
neighborhood, eager for the business of fixing some of the 3,700 damaged  
properties. Even some builders were taken aback by the feeding frenzy.” 

May 30, 
2011 

5) 
Overwhelmed 
by 
Volunteerism 

“’People just want to know there's hope and that people care,’ volunteer 
Therese Gilbertson said as she scooped twigs into a garbage bag.  
‘It's hard asking for help.’ After volunteering with previous tornado  
cleanups in St. Peter and Rogers, Gilbertson didn't hesitate to drive  
47 miles from her Zimmerman home to help with this one.” 

June 5, 
2011 

Source: Author’s comprehensive assessment of the five major themes that emerged in the 
MST from May 22, 2011-June 5, 2011 post-2011 tornado courtesy of the Lexus Nexus 
database.  
 
Theme 1: Urban Chaos and Looting  

 The Minneapolis Star Tribune initially printed only two articles on the tornado 

immediately after the tornado hit the city, but these two stories were central to setting an 

interpretative frame for the disaster and its victims. Outside of the descriptive nature of 

the tornado’s gloomy presence and disastrous range these initial articles included reports 

of looting and frantic residents trying to escape possible threats to their safety. This 

depiction of disorder quickly necessitated the presence of the “grim faced” Minneapolis 
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police force to provide “some sense of order amid the chaos.” These reports were 

followed swiftly by the instatement of a 3-day curfew “to prevent looting of damaged 

homes and businesses.” Mediated as a disaster zone with unscrupulous Black looters in 

need of policing, North Minneapolis was immediately marked as a place that needed to 

be placed under intense surveillance because of its own pathological Black residents.  

Theme 2: Assessing the Damage 

 Immediately following that initial coverage a number of elected officials, the 

Federal Emergency Management Administration (FEMA), City of Minneapolis 

employees, and others began the process of assessing the physical damage, a process 

which was the primary focus of three out of eighteen articles featured during the first 

week of coverage. These articles were filled with quotes from some of the city and state’s 

most well known politicians such as U.S. Senator Amy Klobuchar, Governor Mark 

Dayton, and North Minneapolis City Council member Don Samuels. The Minneapolis 

Star Tribune aided the state in its assessment efforts by calling for disaster victims to not 

shy away from disclosing their losses to the appropriate officials. City Council Member 

Samuels stated, “this is not the time for that pride.”   

 As the state built a case for federal aid they publicly acknowledge their own 

dependence on disaster victims and thus exposed their prior lack of investment in the 

community. At this point it became clear that little to no funds had been earmarked to 

respond to any disaster that would affect the city’s most economically disadvantaged 

community. The city and state needed to then build what I call the most devastating 

narrative possible.44 The Minneapolis Star Tribune did not question this lack of 
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investment but rather asked victims to partner with the state to advocate on the 

neighborhoods behalf in hopes of getting them relief that we later find never comes.   

Theme 3: Uninsured Dependents without Shelter  

 A majority of the Minneapolis Star Tribune’s coverage focused on various 

depictions of disaster victims as uninsured dependents without shelter and thus in a 

constant state of mourning. One third of the articles explored the narrative of 

hopelessness and were featured regularly throughout the two-week time frame I analyzed. 

These articles discuss tornado related deaths, displaced residents hopping from line to 

line looking for resources, inoperable small businesses and the unfortunate plight of those 

without insurance. This somber narrative really aimed to draw attention to the fact that 

this community was “left to rely on the kindness of families, strangers or relief agencies,” 

to meet their basic daily needs. In doing so, these articles sensationalized the perpetual 

dependency of the Black community on the state to outlying spectators.  

 “There’s some fear of, ‘How do I take care of my kids? How do I take care of 

myself?’  Quotes such as these from local officials were used to foreshadow specific 

narratives like that of Black mother Velma McDaniel. Formerly living in a homeless 

shelter, McDaniel finally had gotten on her feet and was living in her own apartment in 

North Minneapolis, until the tornado “snatched away her new found independence.” As 

the story narrates, after the storm McDaniel’s found herself without the financial 

resources to sustain her family and was forced back into homelessness. In these articles, I 

was particularly struck by the ways that individual stories were used to reaffirm the white 

mind’s understanding of Black life and culture. While the Minneapolis Star Tribune 

aimed to highlight a real lived struggle, they failed to interrogate what social, political or 
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economic factors continue to keep low-income residents like Ms. McDaniel’s one 

disaster (or paycheck) away from homelessness. It also fails to draw a humanistic link 

between this North Minneapolis resident’s particular circumstance and the more general 

socioeconomic reality facing many Minnesotans of all races and ethnic groups. This 

sensational coverage paints a portrait of North Minneapolis residents as helpless, 

childlike, and perpetually dependent or always in need of saving.   

Theme 4: Unscrupulous Contractors and Slumlords  

 Surprisingly enough the Minneapolis Star Tribune does pay a considerable 

amount of attention to unscrupulous contractors and slumlords taking advantage of 

disaster victims in three of the eighteen articles, most of which are featured during the 

second week of coverage. “Thirty minutes after the tornado roared across north 

Minneapolis on May 22, contractors began swarming through the beleaguered 

neighborhood, eager for the business of fixing some of the 3,700 damaged properties.” 

These contractors, many of whom were uninsured and engulfed in debt as the articles 

proclaim, were marked as taking advantage of vulnerable Black renters, homeowners, 

and landlords. This made it clear that a number of contractors believed that they could 

enter North Minneapolis and not face in-depth questioning from Black residents about 

their credentials and gain their business unlawfully. This coverage walks a thin line 

between critiquing the moral compass of uninsured contractors and implicating Black 

residents as gullible and uninformed. 

 Slumlords were also under indictment in the Minneapolis Star Tribune since 

North Minneapolis has a high concentration of rental properties that made up a large 

portion of the reported damaged properties and the City of Minneapolis would quickly 
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find itself in a position where it had to admit that it had not been diligently enforcing 

code requirements for slumlords in the area prior to the storm (refer to chapter one). 

These articles questioned the property owner’s intent to rebuild or rehab their properties 

in a timely fashion as many were reportedly uninsured and over-mortgaged. Many 

residents and community leaders that were quoted were afraid that property owners 

would simply get their insurance checks and abandon the properties to never return. This 

sent the message that North Minneapolis is not a place that even current property owners 

wanted to reinvest in and thus reaffirms the idea that preserving the Black community is 

not a worthwhile pursuit to the outside spectator. The Minneapolis Star Tribune’s 

indictment of unscrupulous contractors and slumlords does a compelling job drawing 

attention to the ways that outside interests within declining inner city communities tend 

to neglect the real needs of displaced residents. However, these articles do not question 

the role that the city and state play in protecting Black residents from these exploitative 

outside interests. After all, whose job is it to make sure that local contractors and 

landlords stay up-to-date on their licensing and insurance?  

Theme 5: Overwhelmed by Volunteerism  

 The second most frequent thread of coverage was spent on the “overwhelming” 

presence of volunteers that came together after the tornado, which made up four out of 

the eighteen articles and was featured throughout the two weeks of coverage that I 

analyzed. There were a number of volunteer efforts that were organized through 

churches, major corporations, educational institutions, and organizations like the 

Salvation Army. The Minneapolis Star Tribune highlighted these efforts to focus on the 

“hard work & goodwill” of mostly people not impacted by the tornado. The “swarm” of 
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volunteers to enter North Minneapolis to lend a hand was celebrated as a moment where 

those Black residents who were “feeling not counted and included” were “overwhelmed 

by the all the love and volunteerism.” These articles aimed to illuminate a sense of shared 

community struggle that went beyond North Minneapolis. “And some, many of them 

suburban residents had never before set foot in North Minneapolis.”  However, these 

articles did not interrogate why it matters that readers know why outlying white 

spectators who had avoided the area prior to the tornado had now decided to help their 

fellow neighbors. This was another missed opportunity to explore the ways that white 

racial privilege and the dominant media’s framing of North Minneapolis as a threat to 

white safety gave certain people the privilege to ignore their civic responsibility to a 

declining inner city community minutes away from their suburban enclaves prior to the 

tornado. 

Controlling the Narrative of Community: The Black Press, Dominant Narrative 
Frames, and Resistant Black Citizenship 
 

Giroux argues that Black disaster victims are plagued by the visual and narrative 

economy of the racial framing by the mainstream media and the state. The Black urban 

poor are then marked as unworthy, because they have failed to meet their liberal 

individual commitment to the nation as popularly depicted shiftless dependents. As the 

Minneapolis Spokesman-Recorder stated, the actions of a few “lawless” community 

members become the interpretative frame that the mainstream media used to categorize 

an entire community as unworthy. This racialized discourse gives local and national 

power brokers the discursive tools needed to legitimate the violation of a entire 

population’s human rights through exploitative public policies and institutional practices, 

because the nation now buys into the idea that the Black urban poor are undeserving, 
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incapable, and unwilling and are thus not fulfilling their duty as American citizens. A 

cursory review of the Minneapolis Star Tribune’s coverage that featured articles under 

600 words during May 22, 2011- June 5, 2011, found at least two additional articles that 

focused on increased theft and gun violence during the aftermath of the tornado.  

In this chapter I argued that being able to influence the popular narrative that 

frames the Black community’s public existence is critical if the Black urban poor is going 

to draw the nation’s attention to the structural and historical forces that created and 

continue to perpetuate concentrated Black poverty today. I have thus far illustrated that 

the Black press continues to be an important Black counterpublic space that enables the 

North Minneapolis community to control its narrative by challenging dominant spheres 

of knowledge and contesting its racialized distortions. However, my dissertation aims to 

go further to shed light on the embattled political environment that this discursive 

framing creates for resistant Black citizens particularly Black women who aim to resist a 

neoliberal political environment that devalues the voices of those most affected by the 

policies and institutional practices being imposed on a community that is always already 

marked as dependent. 

Local power brokers’ monopoly in shaping public voice in North Minneapolis has 

created a linear narrative of urban development and redevelopment that has left out the 

resistant voices of Black women who are trying to shift the urban renewal narrative. Post-

urban riots Black women have been fighting to shift the narrative in their communities 

and have been creating counterpublic spaces for decades in order to make that happen. 

From the activist mothering in the Sumner-Glenwood public housing projects, the 

affordable housing campaign post-Hollman consent decree led by the efforts of Jackie 
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Byers and Neva Walker, and as stakeholders in the mixed income housing development, 

Heritage Park Black women continue to be the nation’s shadow boxers. However, as this 

chapter illustrates, being able to control the narrative in urban environments is too often 

mediated by dominant narrative forces, which give local power brokers regulatory control 

over Black urban spaces. In the next chapter, we will be introduced to one particular 

resistant Black woman and her journey from being a practitioner to becoming an activist 

after interfacing with local power brokers who had been controlling the urban narrative in 

ways that pushed community articulated needs to the periphery. As such, the next chapter 

will provide an ethnographic narrative analysis of the road that one resistant Black 

woman must travel before she launches her own fight to reclaim the Black urban 

narrative and shift the urban renewal agenda. The next sequence of dramatic acts in Black 

women’s history of resistance is a story of coming to consciousness in the age of 

neoliberalism. 
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Table 3  
Minneapolis Star Tribune Coverage May 22-June 5, 2011 

Source: Author’s comprehensive citations of all eighteen articles found in the MST from 
May 22, 2011-June 5, 2011 that addressed the impact that the tornado had on North 
Minneapolis and was more than 600 words. Located using the Lexus Nexus database.  

 
 

Theme Author Title Date Section Page 

Theme 1: 
Urban Chaos 
and Looting 

James Eli 
Shiffer 

On North Side, a quiet Sunday turns 
into chaos 

May 23, 2011 News  1A 

Bill McAuliffe, 
Randyfurst 
Walsh & Heron 
Marquez 
Estrada 

Deadly Twister Shreds North 
Minneapolis  

May 23, 2011 News 1A 

Theme 2: 
Assessing the 

Damage 

Bill McAuliffe, 
Steve Brandt & 
Richard 
Meryhew 

Lives twisted May 24, 2011 News 1A 

Steve Brandt  Looking for help now and later May 26, 2011 News 1B 
Steve Brandt 
and Matt 
McKinney 

Federal disaster aid likely  May 27, 2011 News 1B 

Theme 3: 
Uninsured 

Dependents 
without 
Shelter 

Corey Mitchell ‘The only place we can go from here 
is up’ 

May 24, 2011 News 6A 

David Chanen Two men died as they lived—serving 
their neighborhood usual 

May 25, 2011 News 7A 

Steve Brandt A dire need for homes May 25, 2011 News 1A 
Corey Mitchell Dateline Minneapolis; Disaster June 1, 2011 Metro 

Edition; 
News 

1AA 

Corey Mitchell A Safe Place After the Storm June 2, 2011 News 1B 

Dee Depass & 
Steve 
Alexander  

North Side littered with shell-shocked 
business owners 

June 4, 2011 Metro 
Edition; 
News 

1A 

Theme 4: 
Unscrupulous 
Contractors 
& Slumlords 

Al McFarlane A road to recovery for Minneapolis May 26, 2011 News 10A  
Randy Furst Contractors’ offers rain down on 

Northside 
May 30, 2011 News 1A 

James Eli 
Shiffer &  
Corey Mitchell 

Twister upends housing landscape June 1, 2011 News 1A 

Theme 5: 
Overwhelmed 

by 
Volunteerism 

Jean 
Hopfensperger 

Volunteers swarm in to help May 27, 2011 News 1A 
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What Form Will Her Resistance Take? The Complex Story of Coming to Voice in the 

Neoliberal City, An Everyday Black Woman, and Her Path to Conscious Political Action  

 
 
 
Sojourner Truth, Anna Julia Cooper, Ida Wells-Barnett, and Fannie Lou 
Hamer are but a few names from a growing list of distinguished African 
American women activists. Although their sustained resistance to black 
women’s victimization within interlocking systems of oppression is well 
known, these women did not act alone. Their actions were nurtured by the 
support of countless, ordinary African American women who, through 
strategies of everyday resistance, created a powerful foundation for this 
more visible black feminist activist tradition. Such support has been 
essential to the shape and goals of black feminist thought.  

 
             -Patricia Hill Collins1  
 
 
 When everyday Black women break the silence about the systemic oppression 

that they endure on a daily basis they are choosing marginality. “… a site one stays in, 

clings to even, because it nourishes one’s capacity to resist. It offers to one the possibility 

of radical perspective from which to see and create, to imagine alternatives, new 

worlds.”2 As bell hooks notes this is not the type of marginality that “one wishes to 

lose—to give up or surrender as part of moving to the center,” but rather this is a location 

where Black women embrace the political realizations that they are uniquely situated to 

provide as they stand at the intersection of multiple forms of oppression.3 “Breaking the 

silence enables individual African-American women to reclaim humanity in a system that 

gains part of its strength by objectifying Black women.”4 This is seen in the resistant 

politics of Ida B. Wells anti-lynching campaign, Ntozake Shange’s For Colored Girls, 

and Assata Shakur’s autobiography, where Black women broke the silence about a 

number of painful yet systemically oppressive issues that only their lived material 
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realities could speak to. Marginality becomes the byproduct of choosing to speak out, talk 

back, or resist through strategic actions. As Audre Lorde so eloquently stated, “My 

silence had not protected me. Your silence will not protect you.”5  

 In this chapter I trace the coming to voice narrative of Kenya McKnight, a 

working class Black woman who goes from being an economic development practitioner 

to becoming a community based activist, because she comes to the realization that her 

silences will not protect her and the Black community from the neoliberal politics of 

containment that continues to disempower the inner city Black urban poor. I argue that 

the coming to voice narrative for contemporary Black women living in the neoliberal city 

is wrought with multiple contradictions as local power brokers frame the urban renewal 

narrative in ways that weed out the Black urban poor. It is then out of sheer necessity that 

community activist Kenya McKnight embraces that public visibility that so many fear.  

And that visibility which makes us most vulnerable is that which also is 
the source of our greatest strength. Because the machine will try to grind 
you into dust anyway, whether or not we speak. We can sit in our corners 
mute forever while our sisters and ourselves are wasted, while our children 
are distorted and destroyed, while our earth is poisoned; we can sit in our 
safe corners mute as bottles, and we will still be no less afraid.6  

 
It is fear of censorship and even death that compels many to stay silent, but for resistant 

Black women like McKnight a life without the ability to decide one’s own destiny is only 

death in another form. First, I use over four year of ethnographic fieldwork to illustrate 

how activist Kenya McKnight’s experience as the only Black woman community-based 

economic development practitioner in the neighborhood exposed her to the interworkings 

of the dominant urban renewal agenda and its disregard for Black economic success. This 

section will provide context for understanding why McKnight came to believe that the 

city’s “good faith” approaches to economic development in North Minneapolis were not 
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producing a path to Black economic independence. I will also examine the utopic vision 

for change that McKnight began to imagine while coming to terms with the influence that 

the public-private relationship continues to play in making that vision seem impossible. 

Second, I examine how exposure to this uneven landscape of power compelled McKnight 

to seek a grassroots approach to Black economic empowerment through Occupy the 

Hood, a grassroots movement started in solidarity with Occupy Wall Street. In this 

section I pay close attention to my being and becoming as an activist scholar and 

McKnight’s being and becoming as she led her first grassroots organizing effort in North 

Minneapolis. I conclude by suggesting that Kenya McKnight’s search for justice had only 

just begun.  

Trials and Tribulations: Meeting the Only Black Woman Economic Development 
Practitioner in North Minneapolis   
 

We are in a recession. If residents have to bite the bullet on tax increases, 
city officials should suspend all luxury spending and take a 25 percent pay 
cut. We have to rebuild our city's economy, and officials must be willing to 
sacrifice more than their time and privacy, especially when folks are 
unemployed, homeless and hungry. We're all in this together, right? 

 
- Kenya McKnight7  

 
I remember reading the 2009 Minneapolis 5th Ward City Council Candidate 

questionnaire responses in the Minneapolis Star Tribune and noticing that one candidate's 

answers did not resemble the rehearsed political jargon of her opponents.8 Instead of 

talking about increasing homeownership, ensuring public safety and promoting urban 

revitalization through increased private development, Kenya McKnight provided a 

different urban agenda. When asked what three specific things that McKnight would 

accomplish at the end of her four-year term if elected, she discussed returning the 

governance of community life back to the people with support from the government as 
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opposed to a government-operated community, inspiring a community wealth-building 

model that would allow the community to retain its wealth through jobs, 

entrepreneurship, development and spending, and increasing youth leadership 

development.9 

McKnight’s campaign did three things that no other candidate seeking the 5th 

Ward City Council seat was willing to do. She called out local bureaucrats for enforcing 

paternalistic policies on a historic Black portion of the city; insisted that the wealth built 

from urban revitalization efforts in North Minneapolis should increase the wealth of the 

local community, not simply line the pockets and boost the political capital of private 

developers; and spoke in opposition to the claim that the city should merely develop 

summer programs to keep Black youth out of trouble. She insisted instead that the city 

invest more significantly in Black youth as future leaders rather than responding to them 

only as liabilities. McKnight didn't garner enough votes to be considered a threat during 

that election, but she placed herself on the map as a budding community leader worth 

knowing. I would reach out to McKnight, because I wanted to be in relationship with a 

politically engaged urban Black woman who was presenting an alternative urban renewal 

agenda. We embarked on a collaborative journey where her developing consciousness 

guided us through the minefields of urban city governance and grassroots community 

organizing.   

When I met McKnight she was working for the Northside Economic Opportunity 

Network (NEON), a nonprofit that focuses on providing technical skills to Black 

entrepreneurs who aspire to open and/or operate a business in North Minneapolis. 

According to McKnight, this was not your typical economic development organization, 
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many of which document intake numbers and rack up face-to-face time to buttress their 

own numbers, which overshadows the actual short and long-term needs of the 

entrepreneur. NEON aimed to serve a portion of the city with the highest concentration of 

Black residents, which consistently maintains a staggering number of unemployed 

laborers in search of high growth industries offering competitive wage jobs.  

The NEON vision recognized that what is most important is increasing the 

individual net worth of each entrepreneur so that when ready they can gain access to 

mainstream financial resources. However, McKnight acknowledged that when their more 

seasoned clients were able to gain access to those resources, they often found themselves 

in an insurmountable amount of debt. Working with Black entrepreneurs who typically 

had no wealth or any assets required increased sensibility for and genuine investment in 

the day-to-day realities of these residents’ lives. Most if not all NEON employees during 

McKnight’s tenure were North Minneapolis residents, which was illustrative of the 

organization's commitment to hiring from the community and helping their fellow 

neighbors reinvest in their futures from the ground up. As she said in one conversation, 

“Before people were talking about the culturally specific approach, I was doing it at 

NEON.”10 

McKnight was the embodiment of NEON's community-based ethics as someone 

of and from the community who knew first hand what type of constraints Black residents 

were facing in their pursuit for economic independence through entrepreneurship. 

Many of my clients were pursuing entrepreneurship with inconsistent 
employment history, bad credit, foreclosed homes, and a lack of assets. 
They were hoping for a miracle usually based on a dream or idea that was 
not tied to an existing or emerging market and the moral expectation that 
Black residents would support them. For my clients that were able to start 
up and maintain a business the road wasn’t much better. Kevin (name 
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changed for privacy purposes), a barber on West Broadway, was able to 
get some mainstream financial backing, but was unable to pay them back. 
They later put a lien on his property. El-Amin’s Fish House closed down 
after the tornado, because they did not have insurance to cover the cost of 
the damages and were struggling with back taxes. People didn’t know the 
process … and the criteria set by the establishment was out of range for 
the people I served.11    
 
McKnight was troubled by the unwillingness of local economic development 

organizations and mainstream financial institutions to work with and develop culturally 

appropriate solutions for the types of clients that she was representing. In a rather irritated 

tone, McKnight would often describe her frustration over the ways that development 

practitioners and mainstream financial institutions viewed the Black entrepreneur's 

profile as indicating a lack of “work ethic” and “skilled” ability, which she knew was not 

the case if given the right opportunities to succeed. I was able to bear witness to the 

constraints that McKnight felt as a practitioner, who relied on public and private 

investment funds to help her clients become economically competitive and successful.  

Weeding Out the Black Urban Poor: Loan Criteria and Lessons about Access  

One of the many barriers that McKnight found in her attempts to provide her 

clients with more economic mobility was written into the criteria used to determine who 

qualified for mainstream financial resources, which too often weeded out the racialized 

poor or rather those that had not benefited from generational wealth. Below is an example 

from my fieldwork of how the criteria for "small" business tax credits worked to 

eliminate most of the aspiring entrepreneurs NEON serves, because the tax credit policy 

that applicants already have the capital and capacity to hire and insure large numbers of 

employees. 

The Metropolitan Consortium of Community Developers (MCCD), a leader in the 
city’s housing and economic development sector, organized a meeting for local economic 
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development organizations and businesses to learn about the Affordable Care Act.  The 
Affordable Care Act includes a new tax credit for businesses that provide at least 50% of 
its employee’s healthcare coverage. McKnight and I entered the conference room at 
Women’s Venture in St. Paul, Minnesota and I immediately felt out of place. I scanned 
the room and noticed that McKnight and I were the only Black women in the room, both 
of whom were not wearing business suits. I remember McKnight joking with me on the 
car ride over about needing “back-up” because sometimes just having another Black 
woman in the room is simply enough. There we sat in a rectangular formation with about 
15 other people mostly older white men and women representing major economic 
development partners including the City of Minneapolis Department of Community 
Planning and Economic Development (CPED). The meeting began with quick 
introductions and an overview of the meetings goals and intentions by IRS Stakeholder 
Liaison, Karen Brehmer. Brehmer aimed to discuss the parameters of the Affordable 
Care Act, the Small Business Health Care Tax credit, and up-and-coming changes to 
federal legislation affecting these tax resources.   
 As Brehmer goes through her handouts, she explains that in order to receive the 
small business tax credit the business must pay at least half the cost of single coverage 
and have at least 25 full-time employees. McKnight leaned over to me and whispered that 
there were only a handful of businesses in North Minneapolis that have the economic 
capacity to employ that many people and an even smaller number that could afford to 
provide health care coverage even with its employment capacity. So, although this was 
great information to know, McKnight immediately acknowledged that it did not apply to 
the state of small Black businesses in North Minneapolis. Brehmer concluded her 
presentation, and CPED took the remaining time to introduce one of its new loan 
programs in an effort to solicit feedback.   
 The Minneapolis Homegrown Program is a targeted industry loan fund in 
collaboration with MCCD that aims to help grow local food producers and 
manufacturers. As advertised this fund will help “current and aspiring entrepreneurs in 
developing and expanding business ventures that promote sustainable agriculture and 
food production,” as long as 10% of the food is locally grown and their business 
operations are conducted in the City of Minneapolis. McKnight was immediately 
intrigued by this new opportunity as North Minneapolis is home to a number of “micro” 
home businesses that utilize their own kitchens and home spaces to develop their 
products. This reminded me of my grandmother who used to cook soul food dinners in 
her kitchen and have my uncles deliver them to the local beauty shops. This became a 
source of income that my grandmother would rely on to help her make ends meet where 
housekeeping and caring for foster children fell short. However, McKnight knew all too 
well that she would need more information to determine whether or not this program 
would actually be able to serve her clientele.  

McKnight asked …“What are the underwriting criteria for this loan?” 
MCCD representative … “We will be using the same underwriting 
criteria that we have been utilizing for our other loan programs, but this is 
just a targeted fund.” 
McKnight asked… “So, you have not considered adjusting your criteria 
to make sure these funds are accessible to all those in the food industry at 
different levels in their development?” 
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MCCD representative … “No, our underwriting criteria will stand as is. 
We need to ensure that the loan can be paid back. And also, that the 
business is developed enough to be viable in the long run.” 
McKnight asked … “So, then you are not really interested in “aspiring” 
entrepreneurs?”   
CPED representative … “We will deal with things on a case by case 
basis.”   
As the CPED representative continued to describe the loan programs parameters 

McKnight recognized that Black residents in North Minneapolis were immediately being 
deemed unviable candidates. The loan program requires that the business match the 
requested loan amount with their own money and be producing its food in a “up to code” 
kitchen, which means the food could not be prepared in their private residence.   
 Taking notes, McKnight shook her head in disappointment. It became clear to me 
that McKnight’s frustration was not that the food needed to be prepared in a certified 
and sanitary kitchen space or within the City of Minneapolis, but rather that the program 
was not really interested in helping the aspiring Black entrepreneur. The loan criterion 
that MCCD had established was fairly comparable to that of the local banks whose 
interest in community development comes secondary to its fiscal bottom line. Not to 
mention that by requiring the business to match their requested loan funds suggests 
something very specific about the economic capacity the entrepreneur had already built 
before seeking the loan. 

As we were leaving the meeting, McKnight briefly expressed her frustration by 
stating that a majority of the people that came to her office haven’t even developed a 
comprehensive business plan and have in many ways functioned without it. However, 
these are the “aspiring” entrepreneurs that are trying to make a way out of no way with 
very little collateral or prior business education. These programs were not interested in 
their applications. The active weeding out of the undesirable candidate became a clear 
illustration of the ways that a city’s effort to appeal to a particular demographic within 
the inner city in need of financial support is still filled with a set of criteria that weeds out 
the racialized poor looking for economic empowerment. It also shows that the people 
who are crafting these criteria are not in conversation with those who are in the 
communities where aspiring entrepreneurs are trying to take things to the next level. This 
means that external large-scale investment is privileged, whether it is intentional or not. 

 
Very little was said on the car ride home, and perhaps the silence itself was 

telling: McKnight was surely questioning both the value of these business meetings for a 

practitioner representing an area with the city's highest rates of unemployment and the 

local government's “good faith” approaches to providing financial resources, which 

aimed to address the needs of a growing food industry dominated by racial and ethnic 

minorities. A report released by the Economic Policy Institute stated that the 2009 Black 
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unemployment rate was 20.4%, while the white unemployment rate was 6.4%, giving 

Minnesota the largest unemployment gap in the country.12 In the Near North 

neighborhood in North Minneapolis where McKnight lived and worked at the time, the 

unemployment rate in 2000 was 16.6% compared to a citywide unemployment rate of 

5.8%.13 “Good faith” efforts were not going to address the largest racialized 

unemployment gap in the country, which history tells us was fueled by the rise and 

proliferation of suburbia, early discrimination in the housing market, and radical 

deindustrialization leaving the truly disadvantaged behind.14 Many of those left behind 

are continually seeking entrepreneurship in order to survive, but are unaware of the ways 

that they are being systematically denied the chance to succeed in the economic 

development industry.  

A Utopic Vision for Black Economic Success: A Community Controlled Institution 

These types of business meetings would lead McKnight to openly discuss her idea 

of creating an African American economic development center that would refuse to 

accept the all to common government run economic development training programs that 

simply pushed unskilled Black laborers toward the low-wage sector. When discussing her 

imagined community, McKnight’s tone would rise to that of the prophetic level as she 

would vocalize her imaginative musings of an economic development enterprise where 

the delivery of services focused on building on the community's existing assets and was 

committed to creating a path to high skill, high wage, and high growth industries. 

However, McKnight acknowledged that her vision could not come to fruition in a system 

that did not acknowledge the legacy of racial discrimination that caused high 

unemployment and residential segregation, which created the Black underclass.  
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When I looked around [Minneapolis/St. Paul] everyone had it, but Black 
people. Latino development center, African development center, Hmong 
development center … all we had was the Black chambers [of Commerce] 
and NEON [Northside Economic Opportunity Network] neither had its 
own loan fund. We had more Black people that were qualified, had assets, 
credit and work history that did not live in North Minneapolis. That meant 
that the Black people that did have the resources did not qualify. They 
came to us because we were the Black face of the economic development 
sector …so we did not start or support a lot of Black businesses because 
they were outside our geographic area.15  
 

Some level of strategic economic redress, empathy, and patience would be required for 

the type of economic development center that McKnight envisioned, because her goal 

was not to leave behind the Black underclass, but to meet them where they were. Black 

economic independence was only achievable through a community-controlled institution 

that resisted a politics of setting "neutral financial criteria” that were neither culturally 

relevant nor historically grounded. McKnight sought to develop a narrative of Black 

economic empowerment that considered the challenges that Black entrepreneurs in North 

Minneapolis faced, because of decades of systemic disinvestment and social isolation. 

Folding Black entrepreneurial needs into a “targeted industry loan fund” completely 

neglected the need to analyze and account for the distinct barriers that hinder historic 

communities from achieving economic independence.  

Building a community-controlled economic development institution would be a 

challenge considering the current attention that economic development in North 

Minneapolis was receiving from public and private developers who claimed to be 

“reinvesting” to help economically distressed corridors, because they lacked the 

resources to help themselves. A shift had taken place from demonizing the city for its 

militant Black politics post-1960s riots toward a politics of regionalism pushed by former 

President Clinton’s U.S. Department of Housing and Economic Development (HUC) 
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secretary Henry Cisneros, who aimed to build inroads between cities and suburbs.16 This 

shift produced a gap between the need and supply of low rent housing, which became a 

further sign of increasing interest in revitalizing downtown areas and increasing access to 

market rate housing stock. “Between 1991 and 1999, the number of apartments 

affordable to low-income families fell by 940,000 units.”17 The reassessed market value 

of once neglected inner city spaces has increased and these areas are now receiving more 

public-private attention buttressed through popular discursive terms such as “urban 

living”, “diversification”, and “social responsibility.”  

Who’s Really on the Chopping Block? The Ruse of the Public-Private Relationship 

For some community members seeing a new building is a sign of progress. 

However, investments made on the behalf of community have a much more insidious 

politics than the person driving past can fully comprehend, especially if the community is 

not at the table. Too often outside investors privilege the needs and perspectives of the 

buyer class who are typically white propertied citizens, not low-income Black residents 

living and buying in the area everyday. This makes the public-private relationship one 

filled with competing interests and racially biased assumptions about clients and assets. 

Below is an example from my fieldwork of how the discussion of contemporary 

economic development from those in a position of power often centers around the needs 

of propertied white citizens neglecting community articulated needs. This was a meeting 

discourse that Kenya McKnight knew all to well.  

Imagine you are a Black business owner in North Minneapolis whose business is 
located in the heart of the area’s urban corridor on West Broadway. You are seated 
among over 70 North Minneapolis business owners and entrepreneurs at the newly 
revised West Broadway Business Luncheon to learn more about what resources have 
been made available to businesses in a community in a constant state of economic 
fluctuation.   
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Today’s speakers are Ron and Lisa. Ron is a representative from the Minneapolis 
Public Schools. He is a tall slender Black male who presents himself in a crisp gray 
colored suit and matching tie. Lisa is a representative from Catalyst Community 
Partners, a privately owned development company that aims to increase the viability of 
urban neighborhoods. She is a medium height, light skinned Black woman with short hair 
and glasses who presents herself wearing a maroon colored blouse and Black dress 
pants. Each of the speakers take their turn introducing themselves and enthusiastically 
welcomes all the North Minneapolis business owners to what they described as a “new 
beginning” for West Broadway business development.  

Staring at the royal blue PowerPoint screen with the title “Minneapolis Schools 
ESC: Attracting New Customers” you, the business owner, sit anxiously waiting for the 
day’s speakers to explain what you need to do to increase the number of people that come 
to your establishment, so that if you are perhaps a part of that 60% of businesses in 
North Minneapolis without business insurance you can finally afford to invest in 
coverage or perhaps offer some of your employees full health benefits.     

You immediately learn that the rumors are in fact true: the Broadway School for 
teenage mothers that was recently torn down on West Broadway will now be home to the 
Minneapolis Public School Educational Service Center (ESC). This means that all the 
City of Minneapolis Public School central operations has moved to your street. This was 
represented by the second slide that shows a mock photo of the new structure and a list of 
the facilities services and building capacity. The speakers quickly click to the next slide 
where you see a picture of over 50 white people waving their hands at the audience 
alongside a series of numbers.  
 The speakers gleefully describe these numbers as the “Weekday Count” of all the 
new students and professionals that will come to the new headquarters each day to take 
advantage of the services that your business provides. As a result, the speakers predict 
that you, the business owner, will have 1,043 new potential customers everyday and they 
want to get you prepared. This is represented further on an additional slide where they 
list the regular meetings and events that the Minneapolis Public School ESC will host. 
There are, however, a few things that you, as the business owner, must do before you can 
take advantage of this new pool of eager customers.   

First, you must recognize the demographics of your new clientele. The next three 
slides featured a series of profiles that give you, the business owner, a better idea of what 
makes these new customers unique. As the speakers describe the importance of investing 
in the needs of these new customers you see the following descriptors flash onto the 
screen: “Highly educated,” “healthy food choices,” “homeowner,” “experienced,” and 
“graduate degree.” These are only a few of the many descriptors that were used to 
illustrate what the speakers had determined to be an "underserved" population in North 
Minneapolis. 

Second, you must recognize what things this new population value. The next slide, 
entitled “They Value” featured a photo of a multiracial group of professionals along side 
a bullet point list with phrases such as: “Safety, Safety, Safety!” “Friendly, Consistent 
Customer Service,” and “Healthy, Fresh Food.” At the end of these bullet points the 
italicized phrase “They want what all Northsiders want!” is written below. The speakers 
went through each bullet point explaining to you, the business owner, that this new pool 
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of customers might be hesitant at first, but with the proper care and attention from North 
Minneapolis business owners we can work together to change this unsure attitude.   

The last two slides featured a food sales projection of 10,000,000 (10 million) 
dollars in revenue per year if these business owners could tap into this new pool of 
customers and a bullet pointed list of how businesses can best be prepared to get their 
piece of the pie. This list included: “Remove bars and bulletproof glass,” “Train staff,” 
and “Beautify spaces” among others. This point was further affirmed by the speakers 
following statement, “Bulletproof glass speaks danger. It must come down.” The 
speakers ended by making sure that you, the business owner, understood how important 
it is that this new pool of customers feel safe.  

The speakers thank everyone for attending the meeting and note that they will 
continue to be in contact with businesses through the West Broadway Business Luncheon 
as the construction of the Minneapolis Public School ESC continues. Ron Hicks, the 
Executive Director of the West Broadway Coalition, ends the meeting by informing you, 
the business owner, about the West Broadway Façade Improvement Program, a 
matching grant fund.   

 
 Black economic empowerment will never come when investment is already 

predicated on meeting the needs of an influx of non-residential white propertied citizens, 

which in this case was qualified by popular discursive language that simply reaffirmed 

the “Black image in the white mind.”18 The presumption that “all Northsiders” want the 

same things neglects to address the tension between what North Minneapolis businesses 

have been providing its residents in the past and what the presenters stated this new 

clientele want. In short, if these businesses don’t rearticulate their own needs and their 

long-term customers’ needs to reflect the cultural expectations of upwardly mobile 

whites, then they will fail at growing their business. Public-private investor relationships 

in North Minneapolis too often look at the Black community from a deficits standpoint 

placing little to no value in the people, their achievements, and their expressed needs. To 

not take this dominant approach, which is predicated on the demonization of Black life, 

culture, and space, would require that the City and State confront its role in creating the 

dismal economic, social, political realities that plague this inner city area. However, as 

this narrative example illustrates, contemporary neoliberal urban redevelopment politics 
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too often borrows its strategies from the federal deconcentration of poverty narratives that 

sanctioned the demolition of public housing and the dispersal of the Black urban poor for 

the “good” of those who endured decades of discriminatory housing policies. Black 

economic success is only seen as achievable if it first penetrates whiteness, which in this 

case was illustrated by the luncheon speakers telling local business owners what was best 

for them, whose interests needed to be served, and under what condition non-residential 

white propertied citizens would accept their services. 

 The public-private relationship frames the politics of economic independence for 

Black entrepreneurs in today’s society as predicted on the values of a white, propertied, 

non-residential clientele. There was no dialogue or exchange that centered on what the 

community wanted, because in this current conjuncture it's no longer expected in 

struggling urban centers, because the presumption is that they have no value to add when 

discussing the infrastructural rejuvenation of their neighborhoods. These neglected spaces 

are then seen as desperately needing-- and thus already willing-- to take whatever they 

can get, which creates a narrative of citizenship that presumes the North Minneapolis 

residents are uninterested in being informed, unwilling or unable to put in the work 

required to create community based change on their own behalf, and simply looking for 

either “handouts” or pre-packaged solutions from the "market."   

 In “Neoliberalism and the Battle over Ethnic Studies,” Sandra Soto and Miranda 

Joseph describe a conjuncture where instead of inviting rigorous public debate and 

critique as a necessary component of democracy, the nation has moved toward a more 

privatized and symbolic form of political engagement. In doing so, the nation demonizes 

past radical social movements and non-normative racialized histories as a hindrance to 
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the creation of a “progressive” America and the reproduction of its dominant political 

values—a politics that only speaks when spoken too. Dead citizenship is a model of 

neoliberal politics that is resistant to the defiant political tactics of self-empowered Black 

women leaders and activists—whose actions refute the idea that they need a formal 

invitation to join the debate about the infrastructural and political reconstitution of their 

communal spaces. By speaking on the behalf of those whose interests lie outside the 

“ownership” class using a language that aims to reinvigorate a commitment to a 

community controlled land-use politics, Black women ensure that housing and economic 

development is not just seen as a commodity, but infrastructure that should serve the 

needs of the people. 

 McKnight is one of those resistant Black women. She refused to continue to allow 

the City and State to come into her community and tell its residents what it was going to 

do “to it” on “its behalf” for its “own good.” Citizenship under this regime meant that 

McKnight would passively accept the “creative destruction” imposed by outside 

developers and their local government allies, which were buttressed by white middle 

class values. The politics of dead citizenship, where McKnight’s clients had no lobby or 

economic redress, pushed her to seek an alternative grassroots politics with the Occupy 

the Hood Movement. 

Occupy the Hood: A Framework for Transforming Silence to Language and Action  
 
 On September 17, 2011, the world stood still and watched as protestors took over 

Zuccotti Park in New York City’s Wall Street Financial District. The Occupy Wall Street 

protesters carried signs with such messages as “Democracy Not Corporatization,” and 

“Revoke Corporate Personhood,” which aimed to draw the nation’s attention to the 



 

  182 

exploitative relationship between the market and the public good.19 “We are the 99%” 

was the adopted slogan for the movement, which referred to a nation whose financial 

policies only benefited those of the 1%, leaving the rest of the nation (i.e., the 99%) in 

financial ruins after the 2008 financial crisis, precipitated by the bursting of the housing 

bubble. Resembling the revolutionary political tactics of the Arab Spring just the year 

before, Occupy Wall Street used occupation to disrupt everyday flows of money and 

power as a way to resist the corporate take over of the people’s government. However, 

not all local activists believed that the Zuccotti Park protesters, most of whom were 

white, represented the 99%. In response to the overwhelming white presence of the 

movement, Malik Rhasaan, a construction worker and father of three from Queens, New 

York, and Ife Johari Uhuru, a natural hair care stylist and mother of two boys from 

Detroit, Michigan, started a sub-movement called Occupy the Hood.20 In a Village Voice 

article, Rhasaan discussed what he noticed when he came down to Zuccotti Park, “’I 

noticed there isn’t a strong black and Latino presence or strong Asian presence for that 

matter … I realized a lot of people just don’t know about it…People don’t know why 

Wall Street affects them. It affects us the most when we’re not knowledgeable about 

it.’”21 Rhasaan and Uhuru stated that a majority of the demands that Occupy Wall Street 

put forth did not speak to the realities of the 99%, many of whom could not be spoken for 

by other people claiming to know them best.22 As Rinku Sen, president and executive 

director of the Applied Research Center wrote, “The original OWS [Occupy Wall Street] 

organizers didn’t consciously reach out to communities of color at the beginning; as a 

result, many people of color felt alienated. But local movements (i.e., Occupy the Hood) 

seem able to self-correct—and some newer occupations have been racially conscious 
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from the start.”23  

 The creation of Occupy the Hood aimed to bring communities of color into the 

Occupy Movement to ensure that all of the 99% were represented, not only with their 

embodied presence, but also within the discourse being used to describe the movement’s 

purpose and collective actions—which I am not sure to this day if the founders believe 

ever came to fruition. However, what resonated with McKnight that did not initially 

provoke her to action with the larger Occupy Movement was Occupy the Hood’s 

commitment to the everyday material struggles of Black and Brown communities in their 

local neighborhoods. As stated on their Facebook page:  

We are The Least Represented  
We are Among The Ignored  
We are Among The Unemployed  
We are Considered The Under Educated  
We are Considered The Minority  
We are The Consumers  
But most importantly WE ARE THE HOOD!!  
 
The neighborHOODs is where the hearts of the people are. Our homes, 
our parks, our selves. It is in our best interest to have all abled voices 
heard to bring forth a peaceful solution in this world we have been given. 
There are millions of people that are effected by the Wall Street crisis. The 
questionable, unethical activities downtown Manhattan... and in Corporate 
America directly effects our economic struggles and the future of all 
business and personal endeavors. 
 

Occupy the Hood placed direct value in local neighborhoods where decades of systemic 

neglect left Black and Brown communities living in state sanctioned “occupied” 

territories of isolation. These communities were strategically confined in places where 

spatial mismatch quarantined “undesirable populations” away from jobs, healthy foods, 

and access to thriving economic corridors. In contrast, for more affluent neighborhoods 

thriving economic hubs serve to increase the tax base, enhance the schools, and circulate 
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cash flow back into the neighborhood creating jobs. Wall Street, corporatization, and the 

ethics behind market fundamentalism that continues to value profit over the common 

good has rendered inner city communities a “risky investment;” but in this era of 

corporate “social responsibility” those that choose to invest are seen as doing those 

residents who were left behind a favor. Kenya McKnight was tired of this paternalistic 

dominant narrative and wanted much more for Black residents in North Minneapolis. “It 

was about the poor man’s fight. It was about economic justice. I wanted to be a part of 

that.”24 McKnight would reach out to Malik Rahsaan for mentorship and become one of 

the co-founders of Occupy the Hood Minneapolis alongside some Black organizers from 

Minneapolis Occupy Homes and the Minnesota Welfare Rights Committee who also 

shared her commitment to empowering the local Black residents. However, this shift in 

consciousness for McKnight where she would embark on her first grassroots organizing 

campaign would also signify a shift in my role from an engaged researcher to an activist 

scholar.   

Being and Becoming Together: Activist Scholarship  

 I had always envisioned myself as an engaged feminist ethnographer. When I 

reached out to McKnight, I took a grounded theoretical approach where I aimed to 

decolonize the research process by allowing my empowered participant to define the 

research questions and the setting under which they were being analyzed based on the 

barriers that she faced in her fight for social justice. In doing so, I aimed to decenter 

myself as the researcher. I would allow McKnight, her lived material struggles, and her 

commitment to the community in which she was raised to direct from what perspective 

and with whom I would engage and on whose behalf I would construct theory. In short, I 
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had very little knowledge of the economic development sector until meeting McKnight, 

and it was through her daily struggles that I was compelled to get educated. This 

necessitated that before even embarking on this type of Black feminist ethnographic work 

that I had already embraced the notion that my survival as a Black female academic was 

directly connected to the lived material struggles of everyday Black women. As such, it 

was a research process of being and becoming for both McKnight and me.  

 Before McKnight and I became involved in Occupy the Hood Minneapolis 

organizing, I was a native intellectual whose access to Black political circles in North 

Minneapolis was cursory at best, but after four years of building in community I would 

become so immersed, connected, and humbled by the struggles of low to moderate 

income Black residents that I became an activist scholar. When I began to attend local 

community meetings in North Minneapolis I remember being asked on a number of 

occasions, “What is your address?” I determined quickly that in some settings this was a 

way to screen people at local housing and economic development meetings to determine 

what one’s interests were at the table and perhaps whose voices mattered more depending 

on the topic at hand. This is also an alarming reality to face when there are so many 

outsiders interested in benefiting from urban renewal projects that the question has to be 

asked in the first place. Subsequent questioning would follow, “Do you live on the 

Northside of Minneapolis?” “What neighborhood do you live in?” I live in North 

Minneapolis, but I lived in one of the areas most stable neighborhoods—Shingle Creek, 

whose stability was being undermined when the housing bubble burst. However, if you 

lived in a neighborhood with the zip code 55411 (Jordan, Hawthorn, Willard-Hay, Near 

North, and Sumner Glenwood) your voice “mattered more,” because these neighborhoods 



 

  186 

represented the areas with the highest numbers of single parent households, highest rates 

of unemployment, and the largest population of youth in the entire city. These particular 

neighborhoods in North Minneapolis are home to the county’s largest number of social 

service recipients whose unpredictable economic realities require more affordable 

housing, increased economic development, and employment services. Amid these needs 

the area plays host to the city’s largest number of non-profit organizations, a number of 

churches, and youth outreach initiatives.  

 Everyone has a stake in North Minneapolis. What was once a neglected urban 

space is now a frontier for opportunists, philanthropists, and private business hopefuls. It 

was in this setting that I learned about the economic politics of inner city racialized space 

while building a collaborative action partnership with McKnight and her allies, attended 

local community meetings, took ethnographic notes, analyzed the uneven landscapes of 

power within different community settings, met other Black organizers and heard the 

same story of private investment and no community benefit from different vantage 

points. I became invested in my community in a different way, because I became 

informed, built relationships, and embraced my role as an activist scholar whose 

scholarship was directly connected to what insights I would gain by not simply allowing 

the barriers that McKnight faced to guide the questions my research would ask, but 

through the building of a risky partnership where we set out to put McKnight and her 

allie’s theories of Black economic independence into practice.  

Being and Becoming Through Occupy: Listening to the Community and Developing a 
Plan of Action  
 
  The Occupy the Hood movement would inspire McKnight during a time of 

transition in her life. Between the final stages of a divorce and recently being laid off 
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from NEON, McKnight needed to stay involved and was, “passionate about making sure 

people had input.”25 Occupy the Hood Minneapolis’ most active tenure was within its 

first six months of existence. First, we led a three month listening project to give 

community members a chance to discuss what their community needs were and also give 

them a chance to participate in helping to make those changes happen. Our biggest 

listening session was held at the Capri Theatre on West Broadway. We knew it was a 

success, because a majority of the Black people that attended the session were everyday 

community members with little to no connection to a government entity or non-profit 

agency. McKnight would always say that she wanted to see “the people she grew up 

with” at these meetings not just government officials, non-profit leaders, Black 

professionals, or paid community organizers. From these sessions we listened to the 

concerns that everyday people expressed and we developed the following action items.  

1. Increased Black and Brown leadership in neighborhood block groups 
and associations to reclaim our local spaces and its resources 
2. Consistent political education forums 
3. Task force that will address renters issues such as unlawful detainers 
and slumlords 
4. Access to healthier food options and community garden trainings 
5. Community benefit agreements over all commercial property and 
increased Black and Brown entrepreneurship. 
 

We invited community members who participated in the listening sessions to become the 

agents of change they had been seeking in others by joining the group and helping to 

implement a plan of action. Second, we organized the first annual Occupy the Hood 

Minneapolis Martin Luther King Jr. march that began at the Salvation Army Harbor 

Lights building to City Hall to educate the community on the true legacy of MLK. Mel 

Reeves, who is an active member of both Occupy the Hood and Occupy Homes 

Minneapolis, stated,  
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If you think that Martin Luther King would not have stood with Occupy, 
then you don’t know Dr. Martin Luther King. If you think that he 
wouldn’t have stood with people in your neighborhood who’ve had their 
homes foreclosed upon, then you don’t know King. If you think he 
wouldn’t stand with the homeless and say out loud that they deserve 
homes and shelters, then you don’t know MLK.26 
 

The premise was that the “I have a dream” speech, which has now been used too often by 

the American mainstream to assert their own "race neutral" agenda, only distorts the 

active ways that MLK spoke out against Black poverty, social inequality, and the 

Vietnam War. As Occupy The Hood Minneapolis member and University of Minnesota 

African American Studies Professor Rose Brewer stated, 

Many will hear the ‘I have a Dream Speech.’ But by the last years of his 
life, King was naming capitalism and imperialism and the need for human 
rights. His greatest speech might have been his ‘It’s time to break the 
silence’ speech at Riverside Baptist Church in D.C., which called out 
America for its imperialism. 
 

Over 250 people joined in Occupy the Hood Minneapolis’ first march and became 

educated on Dr. King’s final crusade, his Poor People’s Campaign, and his Economic Bill 

of Rights, which the group aimed to resurrect. This for McKnight and her allies was the 

best way to begin the process of empowering everyday community members who 

continue to feel left behind by the City and State to reinvest in their own social welfare 

by finding likeminded people to build power with, create a plan, and take action. Lastly, 

we organized a free community dinner to break bread with community members, share 

what we learned after our three-month listening project, and discuss the plans of action 

that community members developed.  

 There was great energy at this time for a grassroots approach to community 

building. However, as the narrative often goes, people begin to over commit, become 

inconsistent, and prioritize their day-to-day responsibilities over the demands of 
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voluntary social justice work that does not always produce immediate outcomes. Occupy 

the Hood Minneapolis lost momentum, but newly unemployed McKnight was not willing 

to give up the fight. Organizing through the momentum of the national Occupy the Hood 

movement allowed McKnight to help create a Black counterpublic space that would 

allow for everyday Black people to establish their own agenda and build solidarity 

without interference by local power brokers whom were mostly white. McKnight needed 

this space to both foster her own rebellious activist spirit and to take the time and space to 

imagine a different world and new possibilities among likeminded folks. However, 

McKnight would choose to take the energy and vision of Occupy the Hood Minneapolis 

to the State where she would step outside of this Black counterpublic space and face the 

power structure directly and demand a new urban renewal agenda.   

The Search for Justice Continues: Coming to Voice and Moving Toward Action  

 Kenya McKnight’s coming to voice narrative is indicative of the important role 

that theorizing Black women’s lives can play in the production of oppositional 

knowledge. As McKnight wrestles with unjust power relations and dominant systems of 

oppression that deny the possibility of Black economic success we are able to bear 

witness to McKnight’s being and becoming as she resists the urge to be silent and instead 

begins to visualize a different world and move toward action. In doing so, we see 

McKnight take the first steps toward building in community as she searches for possible 

routes to justice. Alongside McKnight’s own transformation, I became an activist scholar. 

By actively resisting positivist approaches, which aim to produce objective 

generalizations, I allowed my empowered participant to guide the setting under which we 

would theorize the pursuit for justice. Little did I know Occupy the Hood would just be 
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the beginning of a fight that we would take to the State in a grand attempt to speak truth 

to power and bring the Black urban poor back to the decision making table. 
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The Urban Black Woman’s Crooked Room: The Promises of Participation in 

Contemporary Gentrification Schemes and the Resultant Nominal Valorization from the 

White Liberal State 

 
 
 

…we can better understand sisters as citizens when we appreciate the 
crooked room in which they struggle to stand up right. 
 

        -Melissa Harris-Perry1 

 

 In Sister Citizen, Melissa Harris-Perry embarks on the task of exploring how 

Black women “navigate a room made crooked by stereotypes.”2 The crooked room is a 

metaphor for the distorted images that permeate the popular imagination’s perception of 

Black women creating a hostile social and political context, which requires that they 

determine how to stand upright in an American context that denies them humanity. In this 

chapter, I am interested in examining a crooked urban political context similar to the one 

that Harris-Perry explores. Though her interest lies in the analysis of the psychic effects 

of stereotypes on Black women, I aim to examine how the nation’s (allegedly) 

participatory democratic ethos continues to provide a crooked sense of political access 

and power for the Black urban poor and resistant Black women in particular, a dynamic 

which Saul Alinsky called political pornography when referencing the War on Poverty’s 

interest in redistributing resources not power.3 More specifically, I ask: (1) how does 

North Minneapolis community activist Kenya McKnight propose to stand up right 

despite a crooked urban context that pays lip service to Black citizen participation and its 

demand for power? (2) how do stereotypes about working class Black women create a 
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barrier of intelligibility for McKnight as she works to gain access to the decision making 

tables that affect her daily life?  

 While there are many calls for community engagement in contemporary 

gentrification schemes, I argue that McKnight's experiences demonstrate how these calls 

most often result in a performance where “real input” is not expected, because distressed 

inner city communities are too often forced into relationships with the city, state, and 

private developers without any form of social or political cover. Dominant political actors 

pay lip service to the idea that they should seek community feedback, because local 

governments have come to rely on private investors to build infrastructure and deliver 

services that at one time had been a public responsibility. In short, city and state 

departments create a crooked room when they hold town hall meetings and “listening” 

sessions with the purpose of empowering the community, because they are simply 

looking to nominally appease local residents, not to give them a seat at the table so that 

they can wield real influence and power over the projects final material outcomes. 

 First, I describe Kenya McKnight’s own nostalgic desire to utilize the Community 

Advisory Council (CAC) framework for creating a space at the decision making table, 

which was the War on Poverty era model that helped to create the Northside Resident 

Redevelopment Council (NRRC) (see chapter one). In this section I describe and discuss 

how Governor Mark Dayton’s Black Economic Summit acted as a "crooked room" that 

disempowered and dismissed particular types of public involvement.  I then briefly 

present Saul Alinsky’s critique of the antipoverty program model.  McKnight and her 

allies were inspired in part by one artifact of that model, the Community Advisory 

Council.  Second, I use my ethnographic fieldwork and critical analysis to trace how 
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activist Kenya McKnight worked with community allies to take one of the five Occupy 

the Hood Minneapolis strategic initiatives (see chapter four) into action by insisting that 

a Community Benefits Agreement (CBA) be signed by the developer chosen to build the 

new North Minneapolis Workforce Center. In this section I illustrate two things: (1) how 

McKnight aimed to reinvigorate the state’s commitment to the use of a CAC as a way to 

re-center community articulated needs and empower the Black urban poor; and (2) how 

McKnight’s unpaid labor was initially used by officials to demonstrate its commitment to 

enabling Black residents to exercise their democratic right to participate, but in the end 

her labor was disavowed as a hindrance to the process of building the state's desired 

public-private relationship. Third, I discuss the importance of reflexivity in my practice 

of Black feminist ethnography by examining what I learned from my empowered 

participant about the stereotypes that McKnight believes hindered her ability to 

participate in the decision making processes that she so passionately fought for on the 

CAC and in other community based leadership settings. I conclude by analyzing how 

McKnight continues to encounter uneven landscapes of power and crooked rooms as she 

embarks on a new community based activist agenda.  Her experiences are typical of 

Black women activists, who have to operate as shadow boxers, always subject to shifting 

agendas and unspoken assumptions in their pursuit for social transformation.  

The Crooked Room: The State’s Black Economic Summit and Nostalgia for the 
War on Poverty Era  
 
 Kenya McKnight’s coming to voice narrative reveals a resistant Black 

woman who was in search of attaining political access and influence for the Black 

urban poor, because leadership in the community has “shifted from common folk 

to professionals…it’s based on the title you have not your work history, 
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knowledge or cultural connections.”4 Trying to carve out space for “common 

folk” in a competitive urban context where local power brokers were using 

progressive language of “access” and “inclusion”, but implementing exclusionary 

community engagement practices, McKnight was looking to bring everyday 

people--not just community consultants or self-proclaimed leaders-- back to the 

decision making table. It was Minnesota Governor Mark Dayton’s Black 

Economic Summit that provided McKnight with what she believed to be a golden 

opportunity to shift city and state guided community engagement away from 

nominal valorization toward full inclusion and power. McKnight was on a 

mission to stand upright in the crooked political context presented at the Black 

Economic Summit by utilizing the 1960s antipoverty program framework for 

social change. 

 On March 30, 2011, Governor Dayton did what no other governor in the State of 

Minnesota had done since Rudy Perpich in 1987: he came to “listen” to Black community 

leaders share their concerns about the growing economic divide between what seemed to 

be two Minnesotas. University of St. Thomas Law Professor, Nekima Levy-Pounds, 

began the program using a prophetic tone that moved the audience into intermittent 

outbursts of praise.   

When I moved here in 2003 one of the things that I was told was that 
Minnesota was a great place to live… but since my time here one of the 
things that I discovered is that there seem to be two Minnesota’s. One 
Black. One white. Both separate and unequal (Loud Claps).5  
 

Dr. Levy-Pounds utilized a series of PowerPoint slides to illuminate the key quality of 

life indicators impacting African Americans in Minnesota, starting with income 

inequalities. “The median income for White families is almost sixty thousand dollars 
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versus about twenty seven thousand dollars for Black households in Minnesota. That’s 

nearly a thirty thousand dollar gap, there's a lot you can do with thirty thousand dollars, 

right?”6 The audience moaned in affirmations. The next slide showed the specifics of the 

unemployment crisis. “Nearly 14% gap in unemployment between White Minnesotans 

and Black Minnesotans. And even when you look at the unemployment rate for our youth 

its about 50% nationally … if you are unemployed you can not feed your family, if you 

can not feed your family, how can you think about housing, education etcetera, …” The 

audience immediately chimed in with unified chants of “come on” and “amen” to signify 

that they agreed with Dr. Levy-Pounds analysis.  

 The next slide showed the specifics of educational disparities in Minnesota. “We 

see nearly a 40% gap in the graduate rates between African Americans and Caucasian 

youth. Houston we have a problem… if there is a 40% education gap we might as well 

begin to plan for more prisons, because that is what's going to happen if we don’t address 

this disparity.”7 A loud resounding voice from the crowd yelled “Preach!” Dr. Levy-

Pounds continued on to talk about poverty and housing pointedly highlighting the fact 

that only Mississippi and Louisiana had higher poverty rates amongst Blacks, which she 

stated “shocked” her. Dr. Levy-Pounds would end like most Black professional 

presenters would that day by making a series of recommendations for Governor Dayton 

to consider.  

 However, in McKnight's view this was just another political performance. “These 

events always feature a certain type of [Black] elite who are invited to speak on behalf of 

the community when the community has been discussing, organizing, and acting to 

address these issues everyday.”8 McKnight was not necessarily calling the intentions of 
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the day’s speakers into question, but rather drawing our attention to whose voices and 

actions carry political weight in these performative spaces and whose do not. Simply put, 

those everyday people on the ground working tirelessly to address these disparities are 

often dismissed as irrational political actors whose confrontational discursive approaches 

are often off putting to the majority. McKnight was formulating the beginnings of a very 

powerful critique of the ways that the community become pawns in the setting and 

framing of the dominant urban agenda by simply reproducing standards of community 

engagement that do not give the Black urban poor direct power and voice, but serve to 

only highlight the communities deficits by those professionals that have been vetted for 

leadership.  

 After the presenters finished, Governor Dayton took a few questions from the 

audience. I recall an older Black man approaching the microphone wearing a wrinkled 

white button up shirt, dingy denim jeans and paint spattered work boots. He pulled out 

his business card and began to solicit the room for work. Immediately laughter broke out. 

Then Minnesota State Representative Bobby Joe Champion approached the microphone 

to ask the audience to be respectful of Governor Dayton's time and stick with questions or 

proposed solutions that were relevant to the issues presented by the day’s speakers.  

Champion's remarks indicated to Kenya that the State wasn't serious about engaging all 

residents.  “When the poor people want to show up and want to represent themselves they 

don’t want them there.”9 The struggle of everyday community residents living in dire 

economic circumstances was only acceptable as the backdrop needed to have discussions 

about questions of racialized poverty and joblessness, but their presence and voices are 

seen as disruptive to "productive" politics--or politics as defined by the State and political 
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actors who benefit from status quo arrangements of public discourse. It was perhaps the 

most powerful illustration of the crooked room in which McKnight aimed to stand 

upright. McKnight was critical of the ways that racialized public policy outcomes and 

Black urban political processes continued to place poor Black citizens in a position where 

they are prompted to only speak when spoken to by those in power. After the event was 

over McKnight would immediately state that, “the problem is that we didn’t come to the 

[Black] economic summit with a vision or agenda of our own, but asked him [Governor 

Dayton] to provide solutions. We should have been asking him to sign on to our 

agenda.”10  

 McKnight’s analysis of the Black Economic Summit and the lack of a 

predetermined agenda by everyday Black residents was indicative of her nostalgic desire 

to reignite the promises of the antipoverty programs, which created the Northside 

Resident Redevelopment Council (NRRC) in 1968 (see chapter 1). The presumption in 

the 1960s was that the federal government through the War on Poverty had found a way 

to go around local City halls to empower the Black urban poor with resources and 

community action agencies that they could wield in order to dictate the urban agenda and 

build community leadership. To McKnight’s credit it had created the first community 

advisory council to a federally supported housing authority in the country with the 

creation of NRRC, a model of community empowerment that McKnight believed was 

still a possibility in 2011. However, McKnight was only aware of the War on Poverty 

Era’s vision and its place in cultivating Black leadership among the Black urban poor in 

North Minneapolis, not the struggle that NRRC had to endure to grow, maintain, expand, 

and exist within its crooked political context (see chapter 1). How would McKnight 
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propose transforming this crooked room into a space of empowerment for the Black 

urban poor using parts of the antipoverty program for community involvement as a 

model? What plan of action from her grassroots organizing with Occupy the Hood did 

she believe would have the most impact? 

Attempting to Reinvigorate the Antipoverty Program Philosophy: Demanding the 
Creation of a Community Advisory Council (CAC) 
 
 Governor Dayton concluded the Black Economic Summit by promising to report 

back to the community in nine days with a report that outlined what the State could do 

about the things that he had heard from the day's presentations. His administration 

produced a 17-page report that was met with much public skepticism. However, 

Governor Dayton used his executive powers and ordered the State Department of 

Employment and Economic Development (DEED) to issue a request for proposals (RFP) 

for a new North Minneapolis Workforce Center. Although McKnight was not thrilled 

with the performative nature of the Black Economic Summit, she found Governor 

Dayton’s response to the summit in the rebuilding of the Workforce Center gave her the 

ability to move forward with one of the Occupy the Hood Minneapolis’ action items (i.e., 

Community benefit agreements over all commercial property). The creation of an African 

American Economic Development Center for her community in North Minneapolis 

became a real possibility (see chapter 4).   

 By initiating the redevelopment of the North Minneapolis Workforce Center, 

Governor Dayton aimed to position himself as a leader in progressive politics and an ally 

to the Black community, many of whom were severely suffering from unemployment and 

a lack of equitable resources, because as McKnight would state countless times the City 

and State did not know how to implement cultural specific programming. The statistics 
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are clear that targeted approaches are necessary to alleviate racial discrepancies.  Even 

the mainstream news in Minneapolis acknowledged in reports that racial bias was part of 

the problem.  “Newly released figures from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics place 

Minnesota’s black jobless rate at 22 percent. That’s 3.4 times the white rate of 6.4 

percent, giving the state the largest gap in the country.”11 These figures anchored a 

Minneapolis Star Tribune article published at the time.  The piece indicated that racial 

bias, "a lack of Blacks in hiring positions and having a criminal record has continued to 

widen the unemployment gap between whites and Blacks in Minnesota.”12 According to 

McKnight, these alarming statistics and the racial barriers that many face in seeking 

employment is a major reason that many people in North Minneapolis seek to become 

entrepreneurs to support themselves, whether through legal incorporation of a business or 

(illegal) untaxed transactional activity. Entrepreneurship is seen as more conducive to 

making ends meet than a crooked job market.  McKnight believed that Governor 

Dayton’s project could become a community-controlled African American Economic 

Development Center particularly because it was an action item initiated by the State after 

the Black Economic Summit to address Black unemployment through the building of a 

new institutional hub. However, as McKnight stated, community needed to have input 

from the beginning in order for this not to become an institution that simply pushed Black 

workers to the low wage sector, but rather empowered Black urban residents by centering 

their racially specific economic realities and giving them direct access to high growth, 

high wage industries, and training.  

 Robin Steinberg, deputy commissioner for the State’s Department of Employment 

and Economic Development (DEED), was charged with overseeing the Governor’s 



 

  202 

project. Steinberg made an early round of announcements to major North Minneapolis 

institutions to gain some initial input on the best way to roll out the project. McKnight 

and I attended a meeting at Emerge, a non-profit organization that aims to connect 

disadvantaged individuals to economic opportunities, where McKnight took it upon 

herself to suggest that the State form a Community Advisory Council (CAC) to ensure 

that resident voices were an integral part of the developer selection process and vision 

building for the chosen tenants and building services. McKnight strategically aimed to 

disrupt the uneven power relationships between an outside private developer and 

community residents by challenging the state to create a participatory empowerment 

body.  She hoped the CAC would result in a process where the private developer would 

be required to take seriously the perspectives of the Black urban poor in order to win the 

bid. There was some hesitation in the room from other stakeholders at Emerge, but 

Steinberg seemed receptive. McKnight and her community-based allies were looking for 

real material outcomes that benefited the material interests of the residents not just the 

bottom line for private developers. 

Political Pornography: Keeping the Inner City Black Community Quiet using 
Professionalization and Community Action Agencies 
 
 In Saul Alinsky’s “War on Poverty—Political Pornography” he called the 

Community Action Programs (CAPs) created out of the War on Poverty as only a tool 

that aimed to keep militant Black organizations and its leaders quiet by providing 

nominal resources but no real institutional power. Alinsky was a community organizer in 

Chicago years before the federal government brought resources into the inner city 

through the antipoverty programs, paying people for what he and other activists had been 

doing for very little to no pay. He was also critical of the “number of consulting firms and 
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high paid administrators drawing inflated salaries from the antipoverty programs,” the 

type of people who folks in North Minneapolis call poverty pimps.13 Alinsky believed the 

nation was fooling itself if it believed that city governments would just sit by and let the 

federal government pay local agencies to sidestep local power.14 However, as everyday 

Black residents like former Executive Director of NRRC Richard Parker attested, the 

antipoverty programs weren't only benefiting "poverty pimps" and City Hall insiders.  

Involvement with CAPs provided him and many others in North Minneapolis with 

technical skill development, local political influence, and paid work opportunities while 

empowering low income residents to become involved (see chapter 1).  

…in some cities, Civil Rights Movement organizations drew on CAPs to 
enhance their organizing efforts, which in turn fueled further concerns of 
the white political establishment that community action posed a basic 
threat to their power base. However, not all cities provided a context for 
civil rights organizations to work effectively with CAPs.15 
 

But many local and federal officials dismissed these programs as a waste of time and 

money.  Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan (author of the infamous Beyond the Melting 

Pot) used the phrase “maximum feasible misunderstanding” to discredit the controversial 

program requirement of ensuring the “maximum feasible participation” of the poor in 

CAPs. In his writings, Moynihan was critical of the rhetoric of participation that he 

believed roused expectations, invited private betrayal, and produced minimum 

performance outcomes.16   

The antipoverty program model had produced disparately conflicting outcomes 

when it came to empowering the Black community to become political actors in their 

local communities and as a model it has faced a lot of criticism. However, it was 

McKnight’s nostalgic desire to be apart of resurrecting the elements of participatory 
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empowerment that had been responsible for creating a residents’ council that led to the 

first election where local Black resident saw themselves reflected on the ballot for the 

first time (see chapter 1). She was also looking for a tangible way to hold the state and 

the selected private developer accountable to community articulated needs. I partnered 

with McKnight and her allies to examine the state’s willingness to interact with the Black 

residents of North Minneapolis as decision-making partners with the creation of the 

North Minneapolis Workforce Center Community Advisory Council, a shift from the 

paternalistic and benign neglect approaches of past state and private sector actors. To our 

collective dismay, we would learn from first hand experience that the antipoverty 

program model was not interested in providing the community real power, only the 

illusion of access and influence using progressive language.  

Nominal Valorization from the State: The People Have the Power…Right?  

 Commissioner Steinberg followed up with McKnight later to express her interest 

in the idea of creating a CAC and gestured toward McKnight leading that effort.  

McKnight thought that “Robin (Steinberg) was interested in the council not because she 

understood what it was, but because it made the governor look good. Too many projects 

in North Minneapolis had been halted or shutdown completely, because residents have 

showed up in protest and the Governor didn’t want that.”17   Despite her misgivings about 

Steinberg's motivations, McKnight felt it was worth engaging with the state to get 

community-engaged economic action started.  The relocation and redevelopment of the 

North Minneapolis Workforce Center would become the first State development project 

that would create a CAC to inform its development process, which only became a reality 

because McKnight, her allies, and the community at-large were tired of seeing outside 
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interests define the needs of the community. Offline, McKnight and I spoke extensively 

about how Black community residents could shape this project, its resources, and its 

services to get some of the needs that Occupy the Hood Minneapolis members had 

expressed (see chapter 4). However, we both walked into the process fairly unaware of 

the extensive process that went into selecting a developer and building a workforce center 

hub. The time commitment and competing interests would make the process of centering 

community articulated needs one wrought with multiple contradictions.  

 In February of 2012, DEED hosted a community input session for the New North 

Minneapolis Workforce Center at the University of Minnesota Urban Research Outreach-

Engagement Center (UROC), the same location Governor Dayton had visited a year 

prior. This meeting would draw more representatives from community agencies and 

potential developers than local residents. However, a list of about twenty names of people 

interested in the CAC would be generated from this meeting and given to McKnight. 

Then the following month, DEED Commissioner Steinberg led a meeting exclusively for 

those interested in becoming members of the CAC at the existing North Minneapolis 

Workforce Center. In that meeting were the people that McKnight was able to galvanize 

and some of the twenty or more people that had attended DEEDs community meeting a 

month prior. The first thing that McKnight, myself, and a few of her residential allies 

noticed was that most of the people in the room were not residents, but again represented 

community agencies and potential developers. Meanwhile, Steinberg was making sure to 

stress the importance of “inclusivity” and “timeliness” while briefly highlighting that 

DEED aimed to improve the delivery of services at the new Workforce Center and ensure 

that the development provides a co-anchor for commercial development. Steinberg went 



 

  206 

further to insist that DEED would include language in the Request For Proposals (RFP) 

to explain how the developers would work with the CAC and that the CAC would be able 

to elect one person from the council to sit on the RFP review committee, which was the 

committee that chose the private developer for the project. The meeting ended with the 

scheduling of the first official CAC meeting in April of 2012 and the assurance that the 

CAC would be given anything that it needed to make future meetings successful. 

 Immediately after the council was formed, the members began to question the 

state’s commitment to the body for three reasons. First, the rapid timeline that the state 

had established left little to no time for the council to do the necessary community 

outreach it needed to garner residents' ideas for the center prior to the submission of bids 

from private developers. Second, the council found that it was imperative that the State 

send a letter to all potential developers clarifying that it was expected that they work 

directly with the council as they develop their proposals. Third, the council asked the 

state to require the developers to attend a meeting that would inform them about the 

council's interest in entering a Community Benefits Agreement (CBA). A CBA is the 

result of direct negotiations between a developer and organized representatives of 

affected communities that shapes the project in a way that delivers specific benefits for 

the community in what can be a legally enforceable contract. The CBA is mutually 

beneficial. In exchange for the developer’s cooperation, concessions, modifications, and 

willingness to sign a legally binding agreement or enter a “good faith” agreement, the 

affected community agrees to support the project.  

 CBA’s typically include, but are not limited to, the following: Building design 

and material use/restrictions, landscaping preferences, equitable hiring preferences, 
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property management standards, inclusion of a community room for resident use, green 

spaces, goals for women and minority contracting, and creating aligned synergy between 

all proposed partners with North Minneapolis residents’ needs. By 2014 there were two 

CBAs in affect or in the process in North Minneapolis, both being spearheaded by the 

Northside Resident Redevelopment Council (NRRC), The Hennepin County Service 

Center Hub (2014), and Emerson North Affordable Housing Complex CBA (2012).  

 Instead of using the model of engagement and co-creation of a vision set forth by 

the CAC, the state denied all the council’s requests that centered around the need for 

resident voice and empowerment. McKnight stood at the forefront, battling for the state 

to take community articulated needs seriously. But she stood in a crooked room, where 

the illusion of participatory access and power was being celebrated by the state's agents 

without any real intention of relinquishing any of their power. McKnight would find that 

in the building of a public-private development relationship, considering community-

articulated needs is often seen as more of a philanthropic idea that sounds and looks 

good, but is secondary to the project's political and economic bottom line. The State 

needed to prove that it could successfully complete a project in one of the State’s most 

economically distressed parts of the city, and the private developer wanted to increase its 

profits, which leaves very little time and energy for authentic community engagement 

that might require power brokers to reevaluate its strategic plan and there desired 

timeline.  

Time to Choose a Developer 

 The time had come for the RFP review committee to meet and make a decision on 

which developer would be chosen for the project. However, a number of preceding 
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factors made the outcomes of this very important meeting the beginning of the CACs 

public demise. First, the RFP review committee appointed fourteen people to evaluate 

developers’ proposals, and only allocated two of those seats for the “community 

representatives.” (One filled by me as the elected RFP review committee representative 

from the CAC and the other filled by Ishmael Israel, the Executive Director of NRRC and 

the appointed representative for Northside Neighborhood Associations.) The CAC early 

on found this unbalanced composition was unfairly overpopulated by government 

agencies. However, the State maintained its stance that although the community 

representatives had limited seats, their voices would be valued. Second, the RFP 

evaluation had two evaluative bodies. The Workforce Center Evaluation Team 

determined if the proposed project met all of the technical specifications required by the 

State, which we would later find that only one proposal would actually meet. The 

Development Evaluation Team was charged with evaluating the development design, 

location and community engagement plan. However, from the very beginning the State 

made it clear that all those persons apart of the RFP review committee must sign 

confidentiality waivers and could therefore not discuss any of the specific developer 

plans with other CAC members or the broader public during this process, which is why a 

representative from the CAC needed to be elected in the first place. Otherwise, the CAC 

would have pushed much harder to ensure that all members of the group would be able to 

view the proposals and the CAC as a whole could discuss them before the official RFP 

review committee met. However, the State was not very receptive to this idea. More 

galling, the council representatives would discover in the meeting that the single 

developer’s proposal under review didn’t even mention the community council or express 
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any interest in building a relationship with the community—or at least residents or 

community leaders who weren’t already recognized by the city and developers as 

representatives of “the community.” 

 The proposal under review was from Mortenson Development, the same 

developer that would be building the Minneapolis Public School ESC headquarters on 

West Broadway (i.e., recall the West Broadway Business Coalition Luncheon from 

chapter 4). In conversation among the 14 evaluation members, 12 of whom were 

appointed through state and city agencies, the Workforce Center Evaluation Team spent 

most of the time talking about the high per square footage cost that Mortenson was 

proposing. The Workforce Center Evaluation Team repeatedly noted that a cost of $20 

per square foot was common, and this proposal asked for much more than that average. 

Then the Development Evaluation Team began to chime in, which is the team I was 

included on.  The first thing I noticed was that there was in fact not one mention of the 

community council in Mortenson’s community engagement plan. Furthermore, it 

included a chart that laid out who from its organization would be working to ensure this 

project was a success, including a “Community Outreach” team which included North 

Minneapolis Reverend’s Bill English, Reverend Jerry McAfee, and Reverend Randy 

Staten, a private consultant group named Salem, Inc. This was alarming for a number of 

reasons. First, it is clear that the developer had no real plan for working with the 

community council and found no value in engaging with a group of residents and 

community partners that they themselves had not yet vetted. Second, Reverend English, 

McAfee, and Staten have publically stated that they are active members of the Coalition 

of Black Churches, which Mortenson construction has consulted with on other major 
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development projects such as the Minneapolis Public School Headquarters and the new 

multi-million dollar Twins Stadium. However, most people in the community do not 

know whom this group represents (Coalition of Black Churches) or what their agenda 

really is so, Charles Hallman a reporter from the Minneapolis Spokesman-Recorder did 

some investigative reporting. Hallman found that many of the Black churches he reached 

out to had no idea that the coalition even existed, were not well aware of its agenda, and 

that the CBC did not accept women pastors.  

The MSR (Minneapolis Spokesman-Recorder) contacted numerous Black 
churches in the area and asked if they are members of the Coalition of 
Black Churches. Among those pastors who were successfully contacted, 
Rev. Charles Graham, pastor of Macedonia Baptist Church in 
Minneapolis, said, ‘I don't know who or what the Coalition is. I haven't 
heard of that group.’ ‘I am not familiar with it,’ said Pastor Carolyn Berry, 
one of 12 pastors at River of Life Christian Church in St. Paul. A person 
who answered the phone at St. Paul's Pilgrim Baptist Church said they 
believe that their pastor, who is on vacation, is not a member.18  

 

The creation of a coalition whose name assumes a larger religious contingent that 

actually only represents a few Black churches is a disingenuous way to assume a level of 

community control and influence that really does not exist. Furthermore, this showcases 

how the crooked room in which McKnight aims to stand upright is also being influenced 

by the private developers' ability to build partnerships with particular community 

members who seek to gain economically from the execution of the project's vision as the 

developer and city see it. There appeared to be two very different efforts to represent the 

community's needs on the North Minneapolis Workforce Center Development Project: 

the community council and the CBA. The problem was that one effort--led by the CBC-- 

had consistently been tied to a particular development company—Mortensen. The CBC 

would benefit fiscally, as the paid community engagement consultants that Mortenson 
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hired, while the community council was composed of tireless volunteers whose 

chairperson, McKnight was unemployed through the duration of the developer selection 

process, and gained nothing save for the satisfaction that she was at least able to move the 

community one step closer to economic independence by getting a seat at the table. 

The Final Straw: Ousting By the State  

 The RFP review committee would continue to discuss other elements of the 

proposal (i.e., accessibility, environmental impact, etc.,) and at one point Commissioner 

Steinberg suggested that we put together a list of questions for Mortenson to respond to 

before rejecting the proposal outright. Then the group would learn that North Memorial 

Hospital recently sent a letter of interest to the State about possibly becoming a co-tenant 

in the North Minneapolis Workforce Center Development, but since it had come in past 

the proposal deadline, this new potential tenant could not be seriously vetted by the State. 

Commissioner Steinberg was excited about this new potential partnership with a major 

institution, because it could legitimate the project in a big way (i.e., Cool points for the 

Dayton Administration!). Commissioner Steinberg then decided against giving 

Mortenson a chance to address some of the committee's major concerns and went along 

with the group sentiment and rejected the proposal.  

 After that meeting, McKnight found herself in the middle of a war over who 

actually rejected the Mortenson proposal the CAC or the State. The CAC wielded no real 

power as the aforementioned scheme of events clearly illustrates. However, the 

“community” became the scapegoat for the State, as they explained to the public why 

Mortenson did not get the project, which was clear after McKnight began to receive calls 

from members of Morentson’s paid community engagement consultants. McKnight 
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would later recount how she felt like a scapegoat for the State who created a crooked 

political context where Mortensen, competing "community" interests like that of CBC, 

and the State created council would come to a head.  

Robin (Steinberg) clearly played both sides, and was feeding information 
to both sides giving information to Mortenson, information that was not 
public, it was being feed to them from an internal source. The CAC did 
not favor any proposal, but on the other end you have a state government 
who proclaims the same thing. At the final table DEED still was going to 
give Mortenson the benefit of the doubt to let them explain, but when the 
North Memorial proposal became an option they were then willing to 
reject the proposal. Then they used the CAC and the community as the 
most vocal opponents of Mortenson’s proposal. DEED used the 
community to explain why they did not accept the proposal. In their 
[public] letter explaining why Mortenson’s proposal had been rejected it 
just said the community was concerned. This caused major rifts with older 
Black community leaders and young advocates and volunteers [from the 
council]. I received several calls from Black leaders (i.e., pastors) who 
were upset, because they felt we [the community council] shut their 
project down. The truth is that DEED did and they used us to do it.19 
 

  After the Mortenson group got word that their proposal was rejected, they began 

to hire lobbyists to meet with various community agencies like Emerge in North 

Minneapolis to get them to individually sign onto their proposed plan so that when DEED 

re-issued a Request For Proposals (RFP) they could simply delegitimize the sentiments of 

the community council. The council took the political heat for the failure of the project to 

select a developer and was thrown under the bus, McKnight in particular, because she 

had become the public face of the group. The major critique from DEED and other 

outside commentators emphasized that CAC hadn't effectively engaged community (i.e., 

hold large public meetings etc.). But this critique was disingenuous at best: it did not 

account for the fact that anyone who saw the actual developers' proposals had to sign a 

confidentiality form. This meant that until a developer was actually chosen, the CAC was 

not allowed to hold public meetings with residents and the developer. So, it appeared in 
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public discussions that the community council had failed the project, and DEED walked 

away unscathed.  

Reflexivity: Practicing Black Feminist Ethnography   

 Black Feminist Ethnography resists the role of the politically disinterested 

researcher that simply extracts information and disappears after data has been collected—

this is central to the grounded theoretical framework that guides my research. In doing so, 

I have learned the important role that reflection plays when you're building successful 

relationships with your empowered community participants. It's been two years since my 

engaged community work with Kenya McKnight ended, but we still stay in touch and 

frequently reflect on what we learned about urban governance and Black empowerment 

from our former work building power in North Minneapolis. McKnight recently stated 

that her choice to advocate for me to be the representative from the council on the final 

developer selection committee was because  

You were one of those that knew how to operate in their language … you 
would ask the critical questions …you were a perfect weapon…they were 
more comfortable with you. They were more comfortable with that versus 
someone they didn’t know what they would say.20  
 

Until recently I was completely unaware of the strategy behind McKnight’s advocacy. I 

do recall my own internal conflict at the time, because I wanted to ensure that my 

presence as a native Black Feminist Ethnographer enabled those typically left out of the 

process to gain a seat at the table, not to limit that possibility by taking a seat myself.  

 However, as organic intellectuals such as Audre Lorde, Angela Davis, and Renato 

Rosado have proposed, we must be willing to become implicated in the exchange, 

conflict, and reinvention of our personal and collective identities if we want our work to 

have transformative possibilities. My outsider within status, my ability to code switch, 



 

  214 

and my solidarity with everyday Black women struggling to defend their right to 

participate in the local decision making processes that affect their daily lives, became a 

tool in my community engaged research practice, and McKnight trusted me to use those 

tools to stand up right in a crooked room. This practice organically engages with 

everyday people, like McKnight, who are looking for allies to help them open doors as 

they are reimagining a different relationship with the state. This is also indicative of the 

racialized gendered dynamics of the crooked room that McKnight aimed to stand upright. 

“I am the sister girl in the room. They want to correct me and my language …when I go 

in the room they know they will have to check their bullshit.”21 McKnight was making 

visible the barriers that she encounters when entering rooms filled with mostly public 

officials and community based professionals who believe her presence as an everyday 

Black woman, known community activist, and aggressive public orator defies normative 

standards of civility. As my article “At the Margins of the American Political 

Imagination” articulates, generations of Black women activists like contemporaries 

Cynthia McKinney and Rosa Clemente, have had to deal with hostile perceptions of their 

contributions in the public sphere.   

Activists within the civil rights and black power movements of the 
1960s relied on confrontational discourses and tactics in order to challenge 
the normative value placed on civility, which often served to discipline 
those denied access to traditional channels of communication. For instance, 
scholars have examined how black women used the “mother tongue” to 
“talk back” or refute the stereotypes that permeated public policy and 
popular culture throughout the twentieth century.22 
 

My analysis was inspired by the work of communication scholar Mary Triece whose 

article “The Mother Tongue as ‘Back Talk’” argues that welfare rights activist Beulah 

Sanders was an organic intellectual, because of her “degree of connection,” “knowing,” 
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and “passion” for a particular group, but also her emotive and resistant public speaking 

persona.23 McKnight’s passionate public defense of her community in public spaces 

situates her as the stereotypically “angry” and “unintelligible” Black female subject that 

must be corrected, controlled, and ultimately dismissed. This devalues McKnight’s work 

history as a practitioner with culturally specific knowledge and community organizing 

experience. The crooked urban context that McKnight aims to stand upright devalues her 

as a sister citizen, but still she fights on.  

Conclusion: Lessons From an Activist on the Ground   

 Saul Alinsky would suggest that McKnight and her allies were fools to believe 

that the State, developers, and their "poverty pimp" allies would simply relinquish power, 

even if their own progressive rhetoric or support of the CAC suggested it. However, 

McKnight, like Chicana Feminist Scholar Chela Sandoval argues, in The Methodology of 

the Oppressed we must move between and among uneven landscapes of power by 

“positing a tactical subjectivity with the capacity to de- and re-center, given the forms of 

power to be moved.”24 As McKnight states herself, 

When I am in the system my job is to help push the structure to meet 
people where they are…pushing back on assimilation into power structure 
that have no interest in Black folks culture and historical struggles… its 
hard work. I’m doing what I think is right at the time. Internally pushing, 
moving, and helping to provide access.25 
 

McKnight’s fight to help provide a place at the decision making table for the Black urban 

poor has continued since her work on the North Minneapolis Workforce Center ended. In 

2012 McKnight received the prestigious Bush Fellowship to focus on helping North 

Minneapolis residents become community partners in addressing its issues of regional 

connectivity and isolation from the metro areas transportation system. During her 



 

  216 

fellowship, McKnight was invited to be an intern at Nexus Community Partners in St. 

Paul, Minnesota, which is a non-profit that aims to help connect communities of color to 

community building and leadership initiatives. McKnight was brought on to help lead the 

Blue Line Coalition, which focused on bringing “community” to the table to discuss the 

new Bottineau Light rail line and equitable access.   But even with the prestige of the 

Bush Foundation fellowship, she found herself in another crooked room: 

…because of my history as a known political activist. The fact that I did 
not have a degree, and strong commitment to racial equity, which was not 
always voiced in a politically correct way, I got excluded…then I was the 
only person not connected to an institution. All the people they were 
convening were from institutions…I was not included in communications 
and I was given a desk in the hallway.26  
 

Although McKnight garnered the opportunity at Nexus because she had received 

a Bush Fellowship she was not beholden to any agenda that the Bush Foundation 

was requiring her to fulfill. McKnight was given the fellowship because they 

wanted to invest in her vision for community change and give her the resources 

and access she might not otherwise have to help build McKnight’s leadership 

capacity. However, she found that her fellowship only got her in the door—it did 

not guarantee that those professional community engagement leaders at Nexus 

were willing to engage or support her vision that aimed to bring everyday people 

to the table, not just more institutions. 

 McKnight's community engaged activist agenda continues to challenge us 

to consider the ways that crooked urban political contexts continue to place very 

little value on everyday Black residential knowledge and experience and has 

moved toward a more private and symbolic form of political engagement that 

allows philanthropists, non-profits, private developers, and city agencies to 
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determine who the Black community leaders are by whom they highlight and give 

access to through their accolades, while pushing resistant Black women like 

McKnight into political outer space—a desk in the hallway to be more precise. 

McKnight’s experience then suggests that Saul Alinsky’s critique was right. That 

in times of urban renewal, partnerships with the City or State is often a road to 

political outer space and frustration. However, it was her resistant political work 

on the ground that led to McKnight’s selection as a 2012 Bush Fellow. This 

would also lead to a number of residents and community-based leaders in North 

Minneapolis courting McKnight to run for the Minneapolis City Council in 2012. 

This group would begin the work of building McKnight a campaign team to try 

and persuade her to officially be the community’s candidate. McKnight would 

turn down this organized request for her to pursue elected office and instead 

choose to accept the Bush Fellowship and focus on empowering everyday people.  

 Seeking and acquiring the power to influence the decisions that affect 

your daily life is not a linear process for resistant Black women, and in the case of 

the North Minneapolis Workforce Center it has proven to have a number of 

unintended consequences and disappointments. However, McKnight is 

undoubtedly disrupting the status quo and getting noticed for her own power and 

vision which has allowed her to continue to re-enter and re-shape crooked rooms 

and provide a model for others who find themselves struggling at the margins of 

the public sphere. Social transformation for the Black women has necessitated 

that they move beyond the shadows into the trenches and that might very well 
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require that that they embrace marginality in order to continue to resist and 

develop different ways of being in the world.   
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National cultures relegate their subordinated and marginalized peoples 

to the role of stigmatized Others—the lesser shadows of the ‘greater’ 
normative bodies. To the extent that they resist and fight for the 

legitimacy of their appearance and attendant rights, Others become 
shadow boxers. They have their own internal hierarchies and 

contradictions marked by caste, class, race, sexuality, and gender. In 
American society, the most pronounced “seen invisibility” against the 

white landscape is the ‘black.’ In the obscured background, the doubly 
eclipsed tend to be female, poor, lesbian/gay or bi/transsexual, and two-

spirited. 
 

-Joy James1 
 

 In the epigraph above, Joy James describes a Black identity that is resistant yet 

hidden in plain sight and almost always gendered. Those that she refers to as shadow 

boxers are living and resisting among us, but only in the margins of our national 

consciousness. My work expands on this framework to illustrate the ways that Black 

women have gone from existing in the nation’s shadows to battling in the local trenches 

that the neoliberal city has built. I present a new narrative of resistance, been born of the 

creation of a risky political relationship between myself, a Black woman intellectual, and 

everyday Black women yearning for connectivity. We are all in search of allies to aid us 

as we aim to confront the institutional structures that confine us for the purpose of 

reclaiming our own collective humanity. This necessitated a Black feminist multi-

methodological approach that did not shy away from the political imperatives that Black 

feminisms necessitate. I built meaningful relationships with everyday Black women for 

the purpose of creating knowledge that was counter hegemonic.  

 I bridged Black feminist thought and engaged feminist ethnography to not only be 

seen as an ethical researcher, but to empower my collaborators to also see themselves as 

important vessels of knowledge production who are theorizing their way through their 
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own daily struggles. I went further to welcome my empowered participants to read and 

comment on my writing as a way to not only be transparent about my voice as an author, 

but to also build a community of disagreement and dialogic exchange. For a relationship 

to be genuinely reciprocal, we must all be willing to lay our vulnerabilities out on the 

table. Too often in the colonial researcher/subject relationship the “subject” is the only 

one made to lay their “stuff” out in the sun for all to see and analyze. If I were unwilling 

to embrace my own vulnerabilities I would not have been able to build, produce, and 

grow with and among these women in the way that I have.  

 Through these intimate partnerships I was compelled by the inquiries that my 

empowered participants made to conduct archival research on the Northside Resident 

Redevelopment Council (NRRC) (see chapter one), to take an oral history of public 

housing resistance (see chapter two), and to critically compare the local media’s 

discursive framing of North Minneapolis (see chapter three). These were all sites of 

contention for everyday Black women and their allies as they were continually 

questioning and analyzing what barriers were hampering their ability to participate in the 

decisions that affected their daily lives. In the end I built a particularly important 

partnership with Kenya McKnight and her community based allies that transformed me 

into an activist scholar. The relationship that I built with McKnight taught me about the 

depths of my own vulnerabilities, the richness of digging in with community on the 

ground, and the importance of building intimate partnership with everyday Black women 

with different ways of looking at the world. McKnight opened my eyes to issues and 

challenges that I was completely unaware of and I am honored that she was genuinely 

willing and at times eager to share her light with me (see chapter four & five). 
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  Engaged research should be about the transformation of the researcher and her 

empowered participants—we must all be implicated. However, this requires that both 

collaborative partners be committed to analyzing similar social justice inquiries, which 

are critical to their collective survival. In short, the only way you can come to the 

conclusion that you and your community based partners are interested in examining 

similar questions for the betterment of your daily lives is if you are on the ground 

building with people anyways. If it is already a common practice of yours to build 

meaningful relationships with people, participate in social justice causes, and seek out 

spaces where the most pressing discussions are centered on how to met the needs of those 

being left behind-- and you dig in-- you are already in good company. If this is not a 

common practice of yours and you decide one day that you would like to do research 

“on” or “for” the low-income community of color across the river, you are simply a 

researcher sent by the University.  

 In this dissertation I examined the embattled political realities of urban America’s 

Black women shadow boxers in North Minneapolis, Minnesota as they publically refuted 

the dominant political scripts imposed on their communities in order to assert a 

community based urban renewal agenda that was influenced by the needs of the Black 

urban poor. The State of Minnesota’s liberal political persona embodied through figures 

such as Hubert Humphrey would withstand an ironic national existence considering the 

realities of racialized public policies that manufactured urban space in the City of 

Minneapolis, creating inhospitable environments for the Black urban poor. More 

specifically, the uneven landscapes of power that resistant Black women would interface 

with in their pursuit for social justice would be created by a politics of subversion that the 
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liberal democratic state would perpetuate through not just private prejudice, but public 

policy. It is the resistant political work of Black women that exposes what lye’s beneath 

popular white liberal democratic discourse and action, particularly for a City that for most 

of its existence chose to ignore the “Negro problem,” and until recently was able to keep 

its discriminatory treatment of Black citizens under the national radar. This is further 

proven in the City of Minneapolis’ recent selection as one of six cities chosen to 

participate in the Justice Department’s pilot racial bias program.2 However, my 

dissertation challenges its readers to consider the selection of Minneapolis into such a 

federal program something that is not so far fetched, but inevitable, based on its past and 

present history of exclusion and surveillance particularly as it relates to its Black 

residents.  

First, I illustrated that it was the creation and expansion of public housing in 

North Minneapolis sanctioned by the Minneapolis City Council actions coupled with 

discriminatory federal housing policies and unscrupulous real estate practices enabled the 

construction of fixed sites of enslavement for the Black urban poor (i.e., public housing 

projects) and the building of suburban meccas for white middle class prosperity. I go 

further to suggest that North Minneapolis Black residents did not simply accept this 

discriminatory treatment, but resisted the premise that they did not deserve to participate 

in the decision making processes that directly affected their lives by examining the rise 

and fall of the Northside Resident Redevelopment Council (NRRC) as it interfaced with a 

number of disingenuous local power brokers whose discursive politics spoke of 

“progress” but resisted empowering Black residents.  
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Second, I explored how the resistant political realities of Black women who carry 

the torch of earlier Black residents publically calls Minneapolis’ liberal history into 

question during the 1990s fair and affordable housing debate. The voices of Black single 

mothers living in the former Sumner-Glenwood public housing projects provided us a 

counter narrative to popular discourses of Black cultural pathology to frame how we 

understand the resistant efforts of Jackie Byers and Neva Walker as they worked in and 

outside local neighborhood associations and in protest against the City as they 

implemented the Hollman consent decree without the Black urban poor at the table.  

I ended by focusing on the real time struggle of resistant Black women trying to rebuild 

community at Heritage Park, the new mixed income housing development, against the 

backdrop of a public-private developer relationship, which expands the literature’s 

engagement with resistant Black women and public housing activism by going beyond 

the collection of personal histories of Black women’s activism and analyzes the 

intimacies of uneven power relationships between affected residents and city officials 

implementing the Hollman consent decree and the relationship between residential 

stakeholders and private developers competitively working to build community in a 

mixed income housing development, but still unwilling to allow those most affected to 

have a seat at the table with real power.  

Third, I argued that the ability to influence the popular narrative that frames the 

Black communities public existence is critical if the Black urban poor is going to draw 

the nation’s attention to the structural and historical forces that create and continue to 

perpetuate concentrated Black poverty today. By doing a comparative reading of the 

2011 North Minneapolis tornado media coverage between the historic Black press and 
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local mainstream press, I show both how important it is for the creation of Black 

counterpublics in taking control of the narrative while also highlighting how the 

mainstream press simply relies on readily available stock narratives of Black cultural 

pathology which blame the victims of disaster for their plight. This chapter aimed to 

expose the ways that the discursive and visual economy that frames popular narratives of 

Black life, culture, and space continue to be used to disempower and delegitimize the 

Black urban poor’s claim for voice, power, and influence in the shaping of their daily 

lives, which resistant Black women aim to combat.  

Fourth, I provided an intimate portrait of Kenya McKnight’s coming to voice 

narrative as a way to highlight the ways that the being and becoming process for Black 

women shadow boxers is just as important as the acts of resistance that they later lead. 

Through a real time examination of the types of barriers McKnight encountered in trying 

to ensure economic success for the community, an analysis of the ways that she theorized 

ways to address the barriers she found, and her transformation from a practitioner to a 

community based activist I expose why Black women resist out of daily necessity. 

Furthermore, this chapter sheds light on my own being and becoming process as an 

activist scholar as our lives as Black women, although differently situated, are connected 

and predicated on one another surviving inhospitable environments.  

Fifth, I examined how the barriers that community engagement in contemporary 

gentrification schemes influence McKnight’s ability to realize her own activist dreams. 

More specifically, I provided a detailed account of McKnight trying to take her 

theoretical ideas about Black economic success into practice as she and her allies 

challenged the State to interact with Black residents of North Minneapolis as decision-
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making partners with the creation of the North Minneapolis Workforce Center 

Community Advisory Council. In the end, McKnight found that her nostalgic desire to 

resurrect the anti-poverty program model that created the Northside Resident 

Redevelopment Council (NRRC) would become the type of political pornography that 

Saul Alinsky warned community activists of decades ago.   

 This dissertation aimed to center an understudied urban community and the 

resistant political realities of Black women as a way to both expose the uneven 

landscapes of power that continue to frame the urban renewal agenda today, and to also 

center the often unheard and undervalued voices of Black women who have gone from 

the shadows to the local trenches as they push the nation to consider its commitment to 

those marginal populations that it continues to place in its rear view mirror. It is through 

my practice as an engaged, native Black Feminist Ethnographer that I have built these 

powerful collaborative partnerships with everyday Black women where my own purpose 

as an activist scholar has been given life and sustenance. I believe academic scholarship 

has an important role to play in telling those untold stories of struggle, examining the 

intricacies of on the ground activist battles, and analyzing the uneven landscapes of 

power that contain marginalized populations. I argue that engaged scholarship provides a 

tool for coming to critical consciousness that can empower those that have been rendered 

voiceless to see themselves as the change they seek and work collaboratively with 

scholars who are committed to centering questions of social justice in their research. I see 

my role as an activist scholar who has one foot in the academy and the other in the 

community with the intent of ensuring that neither forgets the importance of theory, 

practice, and social justice—a battle worth waging.   
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 After reflecting on the many interventions that my dissertation has set out to 

make, I have also had to wrestle with what questions, subjects, and activist moments that 

I did not explore because of my works intended argumentative frame. Even more 

importantly, the urban political context and the historical trajectory that I chose to explore 

were indicative of a certain type of Black urban history and political counter narrative 

that I intended to present based on what my empowered participants were wrestling with 

throughout our collaborative journey. However, in the larger pursuit of engaging with 

empowered community based participants who are living in a neoliberal context where 

racelessness means diversity and community engagement means that they should only 

speak when spoken to, there are a number of important analyses still yet to be made.  

 

Future Research: Urban Inequality, Black Women’s Resistance, and the Equity 
Movement  
 

…many of these conversations about "equity" consist of white 
Minnesotans in the upper echelon talking to each other about issues that 

impact communities of color and yet there are often just one or two 
"representatives" in the room from those communities. Half the time, I'm 

one of those two representatives. And when I look around those rooms 
and observe a sea of predominately white faces, it occurs to me that the 

lack of diversity around those tables and the relative comfort levels of 
those in attendance reveals more than any fifty page study ever could 

about the true state of race relations in Minnesota.  
 

  -Nekima Levy-Pounds3 
 

 In 2011, PolicyLink hosted the Equity Summit in Detroit, Michigan, to launch the 

nation’s equity movement. The equity movement functions under the premise that “as the 

country witnesses the emergence of a new racial and ethnic majority, equity—long a 

matter of social justice and morality—is now also an economic imperative.”4 In short, the 
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nation and its cities cannot achieve full economic potential without including those that 

have historically been left behind. I am cautioned by this premise, because without an 

astute awareness of the ways in which the nation’s shifting urbanization processes have 

influenced how underrepresented communities participate in city making, we cannot be 

certain that the equity movement will not simply reproduce a new exclusionary politic.  

 At the 2014 Matatu Film Festival in Oakland, California the founder of 

PolicyLink, Angela Glover Blackwell, and her son, the CEO of the San Francisco 

foundation Fred Blackwell, engaged in an informal dialogue about the history of urban 

transformation and Black migration on the west coast. In this very open and honest 

dialogue each speaker expressed angst as they have watched urban revitalization 

particularly in San Francisco mean the displacement of the Black community. In response 

to this trend, Mrs. Glover Blackwell, the leading national voice in the equity movement, 

explained that she was raised to do what was morally right and has used that ethics to 

guide her work. However, she acknowledged that all those that commit themselves to the 

equity movement and benefit (i.e., fiscally, socially or politically) from including 

communities of color will not always begin the process with that same ethics. Mrs. 

Glover Blackwell then stated that she believes that the systemic racism that influenced 

the history of urban transformation in the past will dissipate with the need for private 

interests and local governments to engage with underrepresented populations. My 

dissertation uses the resistant political realities of Black women and illustrates that Mrs. 

Glover Blackwell’s premise continues to prove inaccurate as past racialized public 

policies and state sanctioned practices of discrimination that created urban inequality 

adjust to its contemporary neoliberal context. My research, however, does not do the 
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following: (1) analyze the role that non-profits play in perpetuating the material 

circumstances that plague the social, economic, and political realities that serve as 

barriers for resistant Black women, and (2) provide a comparative analysis between the 

City of Minneapolis and other northern urban cities with a sizable white population to 

analyze the distinct elements of its development of urban inequality and its contemporary 

engagement with the popular term “equity” which has taken these cities by storm.  

 My dissertation’s analysis of the illusion of progressive politics in the City 

Minneapolis as experienced by resistant Black women begs the question of whether or 

not other northern urban cities like Pittsburgh, PA, Kalamazoo, MI, or Cincinnati, OH 

have perpetuated a similar ruse for the nation. A comparative analysis would necessitate 

that furthered research examines how the history of public policy and the city and state 

use of this new “equity” model informs the types of political tactics that resistant Black 

women living in the other northern locales must employ in the fight to represent the 

needs of the larger community. Furthermore, how do the tactics that resistant Black 

women employed in North Minneapolis look similar or different in these other northern 

locales? And most importantly, how do the different social, political, and economic 

contexts necessitate different approaches to resisting power?   

 As the State of Minnesota and the City of Minneapolis in particular continues 

their own ruses of progressiveness for the nation, how do we wrestle with the on ground 

realities of inner city Black communities amid the public praising that these places are 

receiving as beacons for equity? In a 2015 Atlantic Monthly article “The Miracle of 

Minneapolis” by Derek Thompson, he argues that the nation needs to take direction from 

the City of Minneapolis as research indicates that it is the beacon of the American dream 
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as one of the most affordably prosperous cities in the nation.5 There was a firestorm of 

comments and rumblings on social media that found this article only veiled the lived 

material struggles of communities of color living in the shadows of whiteness that this 

article centers. In response Jessica Nickrand writes the Atlantic Monthly article 

“Minneapolis’s White Lie” and refutes the claim that Minneapolis is the beacon of the 

American dream for inner city Black communities, and in reality Thompson’s article 

gave a picture of the realities of the educated white majority that are thriving amid some 

of the most disparaging racial gaps between white and Blacks in the nation.6 How do 

these disparities in northern cities continue to go hidden from public discourse? It is 

through the resistant political realities of Black women moving from the shadows to the 

trenches in North Minneapolis that we have seen a history of resilience and exposed the 

ways that local power brokers are implicated in the demise of the inner city 

neighborhoods that they claim to be revitalizing. To examine the intimacy of the “equity” 

movement and its impact on communities of color we need scholars willing to dig in and 

build with community. Not take a top-down approach to the analyses of power, because 

when we do, we miss the stories of everyday people whose lives are drastically impacted 

by the public policies and institutional practices that dominant discourses tell us are for 

there own good. We need scholars committed to the production of counter hegemonic 

knowledge production where power is analyzed from the ground up—literally.   
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