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FOUR

Black Branding

while DC's changing political economy and the associated back-to-the-city
movement accelerated the revitalization of Shaw/U Street, Black branding i;
Jlso important for understanding that community’s redevelopment. Black
branding occurs when versions of Black identity are expressed and institu-

tionalized in 2 community’s social and built environments. Examples include
7 National Register of Historic Places designation, a comprehensive Black-
themed redevelopment plan, the establishment of Black history walking
tours, Or historically significant African American-labeled signage, artwork,
buildings, restaurants, and entertainment venues.' Typically, a combination
of these items Occurs within a Black-branded district. This definition of Black
branding coincides with several components of what Michelle Boyd calls a
uracial tourist district,” where “organizations create and display cultural sym-
bols that assert the identity of the neighborhood."?

The use of Black historic preservation as a community redevelopment
ant change in US neighborhood revitalization
strategies. Not long ago, an urban community’s association with Blackness
was mostly perceived as detrimental to its economic development. During
the early twentieth century, those living in majority Black communities were
unlikely to obtain mainstream home mortgage or small-business loans.’
Furthermore, real estate brokers and speculators, through blockbusting, used
the fear of an African American influx to provoke White homeowners to sell
their properties below market value. African Americans were perceived to
cause neighborhood decline. As Boyd states, sWhites often avoided neigh-
borhoods with black residents because of racist assumptions linking African
Americans to crime, drugs, and lowered property values.”* But nowadays
in certain urban African American communities, neighborhood-based or-
ganizations, real estate developers, restaurant owners, and urban planners

approach represents a signific
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commodify and appropriate aspects of Blackness (o Promoge
homeownership, and community redevelopment,
Scholars suggest that urban ethnic-cultural districts can Provide
<

four types of potential benefits (o low-income people and commy,
color, First, cultural heritage efforts can stimulate economic dt‘vclopr_n?nl
for low-income communities, which might benefit local residenyg ifllk;'

are able to capture tourist dO”dIS.6 Second; the bldndmg of racml/(’.thlli(
d < . .

1reas llliglll make it more dl“lCllh for OutSlde groups to Cla“n [hesg SPaces
¢ ,

e e s

through gentrification.” Third, culturally rich spaces can i_{]Stitutioxmiligg me,
ory in the nation’s urban fabric of the struggles and triumphs 'of m'inom'\,
group members.® Lastly, ethnic groups that cu.lturally brand their neighbor.
hoods can “manage the stigma” by showcasing the fact that stereotypicy
portrayals in mainstream media outlets do lggt__a_gqggaLelx,chanacterj@,'_
nority populations and the spaces they inhabit.’

" While several studies document the use of, and influences on, raciy
branding in African American communities, few if any have investigated
how Black stereotypes influence the Black branding process in a context of
neighborhood racial transition." For instance, in Michelle Boyd's investiga-
tion of Chicago’s South Side, she argues that “Jim Crow nostalgia” by Black
elite actors shaped the “uplift” narrative formed to stimulate the redevelop-
ment of Bronzeville. She suggests that these elites structured that narrative,
neglecting the community’s poor, to entice the return of the Black middle
class." Further, as urban sociologist Mary Pattillo highlights, Black branding
and gentrification can be “part of a racial uplift project,” where “black mid-
dle and upper classes act as brokers, well-connected to the centers of elite
power but grounded by their upbringings and socialization in more humble
black surroundings.”!2 Lastly, in a study of the Black branding of Atlanta’s
“Sweet” Auburn district, urban geographer Joshua Inwood details how an

African American-led, government preservation effort conflicted with (he
desires of the district’s Black business leaders, These studijes

_ are insight-
ful, because they elevate class disagreements and tensions am

. : ! ong African
Americans in community contexts of redevelopment with little racial de

. @ 7. ¢ )
mographic transition. However, they tell us re

(¢

i "isnl

al ,Q‘l
lilig

nities." For instance, some Black branded
experienced Black gentrification in the 1990
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(iand Bedford-Stuyvesant, have seen g Significan influx of Whites ;
n e X N 255D 3 & ngalh . . ) : ”]
”ar20005,'r’ Moreover, h|5l0|l(,dl|y Black dlsln(ls n Hnuslr)n and l’()l‘lllnd
the redeveloped and become INcreasingly Whijye. 1o Thus, W percep
have f Black communities are critical (o (| COMmuniy c}, ’
:ons O
tion> =~ —

lelgt‘ pm((’s&
and gentrific
al Stereotypeg j
ing and COmmunity
deepen our under-
ation, and Black yr-

< chapter fills a gap in the existing Black branding
This € an detailing and explaining the role of racj
literature ; }leack branding. [nvestigating Black brand
process Oithin a racially diversifying cOmmunity cap
Char;giigt oF twemy-ﬁrst-century race relations, gentrific
stan : o5.17
ban EXPe/rLlJer;:reet/S redevelopment provides an inter
SS;W race relations and community change throy
Staer;e;vagtion and Black branding. During the 1990s and 20005, local real
pr

te industry representatives, restaurant and bar owners, and civic lgad-(
%"were White, promoted the community’s Black history.
, M —— " - — e
C%Wm of Shaw/U Street’s Black brand coincided with significant
e e ; ,
Tro erty value escalation and the decline in the proportion of the area’s
gl (I:)k population. The neighborhood, which was 90 percent African Ameri-
a ; : .
in 1970, was just 30 percent Black in 2010, and yet much of its African
s : institutionalized and preserved in a variety of
American history has been institutionalize p
s. This chapter assesses how racial stereotypes influence Black cultural
ways. : ;
! ‘ ding in a community becoming less Black.
pie e obranding i ' ial stereotypes
In this chapter, I tackle two questions. First, how are rac1a_._ yp
lated to Black b ing? Second, what attracts outsiders, mainly Whites,
related to Black branding? e —arestsmn el DAL ;
to low-income Black spaces once negatively characterized ?.S_I_CECT_;E.S%S
= e : A advance our understanding
. . : stions, [ attempt to
By investigating these que ; : i
o?the relationship between race and redevelopment in a rac1all¥tar} 5
| . . l :
nomically transitioning, low-income African American communt yr - gtés
that desires to both minimize and reinforce iconic Black ghe’:to s’e : zlzlp
’ Vi e wire to
influence the Black branding process. I use the I'errr? lwt:%atu S
i ers to live in a
i ts some White newcom : s
explain what attrac R ire refers to newcomers’ preferences fi
branded neighborhood. Living the wire t e Y
. : . : : hoo eca S
moving into an inner-city neighbor ' Gated with danger, excitement,
hip or cool, which, to a certain extent, is asso R ihomarketingof
Poverty, and Blackness: iconic ghetto SteLQOtypes'.ty asset may signify some
ni £ ¥
ractable commu intains
aSpects of Black culture as an att ons, it also reproduces and ma
imProvements in American race relations, bt race remains a very POW-
3 5 indicatin : ts.
“ome traditional racial Siecoppey l.ndlca te%nporary urban enVer_nminve
i e e Janations of gentrification ha
: : a
This chapter suggests that consumption exp

ation
N the

esting case for under-
gh the lens of cultural




it oo el e

ol A B o e,

78 | Chapter Four

some merit, as the cultural tastes and preferences of its newcome

¢ IS hﬂv
shaped Shaw/U Street's redevelopment patterns. ¢

Connecting the Dots: Race, the New Economy,
and the Search for éuthenticity -

The past two decades have provided some signs that Americans are becom.
ing more comfortable with people of other races and ethnicities. The ¢|e.
tions of President Barack Obama provide one indicator of this; additjoy.
ally, survey research suggests a great affinity for those of other races ang
ethnicities. In 2007, nearly 80 percent of all ethnic/racial groups had fa-
vorable ratings of one another.'® Interracial and interethnic marriage rates
have also increased. The interracial marriage rate more than doubled, from
6.7 percent to 15 percent, between 1980 and 2010." Moreover, metropoli-
tan neighborhoods are more racially integrated than any time in the past
eighty years.” Some scholars argue that this accumulation of evidence sug-
gests we are moving toward a postracial society in which skin color is in-
creasingly less important.?

Other scholars, despite evidence of improved race relations, suggest
that discrimination and negative stereotypes of African Americans have
not greatly diminished.?? Social psychologists such as Adam Person, John
Dovido, and Samuel Gaertner note that White racism has fundamentally
shifted from blatant to aversive racism, where prejudices “get expressed in
subtle, indirect and often rationalizable ways.”?* Furthermore, sociologist
Elijah Anderson claims that while race relations have improved, there is
a persistent stigma placed on African Americans because of stereotypical
connotations of the iconic Black ghetto. He argues that the common image
of the Black ghetto is of an “impoverished, chaotic, lawless, [and] drug-
infested” area. Due to this powerful and persistent stereotype, Anderson
maintains that African Americans striving to attain middle- and upper-class
status in American society must work extremely hard to “distanc[e] them-
selves from the ghetto and its image. "4

US race relations have shifted within the context of a changing national
economic structure. As noted in chapter 3, the nation and to some extent
Washington, DC, have moved from a Fordist to a postindustrial economic
system, where knowledge production and services dominate and income
inequality has grown.?s At the high end of the wage distribution sits an in-
creased percentage of the highly educated, high-wage, mobile labor force.?¢
Urban scholars including Japonica Brown-Saracino, Richard Florida, Kevin
Gotham, David Grazian, Richard Lloyd, Christopher Mele, Richard Ocejo,
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FredefiCk wherry, and Sharon Zukin argue that mobile, high-wage knowl-

odge producers crave a variety of “authentic” urban experiences

~In some domains, stereotypfcal images of Blackness are strongly associ-
ated with such experiences. For‘mstance, David Grazian explains how race is
central for those individuals, primarily Whites, seeking the idea| blues club,2
Grazian suggests that the relationship between authenticity and Blackness is
based on persistent stereotypes. He notes that blues club locations and the
race of their musicians are critical; those located in “slightly dangerous black
urban neighborhoods” and featuring African American musicians are seen
a5 most authentic. In the realm of the blues, “blackness connotes an extreme
sense of authenticity.”* He concludes that many White blues fans “often draw
on very traditional stereotypical images of black men and women in their
search for authenticity.”*® Grazian's research begs a consideration of whether
persistent Black urban stereotypes and the search for authenticity influence
the Black branding process in African American neighborhoods experiencing
racial transition.

Whereas cities once focused their resources primarily on attracting jobs,
by giving tax breaks to companies, for example, some scholars now suggest :G,}mlu.m&
that cities are implementing policies to attract mobile middle- and upper-
income populations with entertainment amenities rather than employment
opportunities.® Terry Clark’s entertainment machine paradigm claims that
city politics are shaped more by consumer preferences than traditional
growth machine actors: “Urban public officials, businesses, and non-profit
leaders are using culture, entertainment, and urban amenities to . . . en-
hance their locations—for present and future residents, tourists, conven-
tioneers, and shoppers.”*? As was seen in chapter 3, DC's politics in the
2000s heavily focused on creating an entertainment district downtown to
attract newcomers.

Clark’s entertainment-, amenity-, and consumer-based machine perspec-
tive also identifies “new rules of the game for consumption and politics” in
a postindustrial city. He suggests that traditional social categories such as
“class, region and ethnic background” are becoming less significant in pre-
dicting individual behaviors and policy preferences.® Clark proposes that

entertainment machine-focused governments now implement consumer- ¢/
oriented policies, which suffer much less from race, class, and gender biases
comfﬁﬁéﬁﬁdﬁaéﬁéiﬁg—iﬂadi—tional_gggmh machine cities.

v COl onted b h racially diverse

wJ\,«VAS

Ne new consumer-oriented preference is for cities wit
feighborhoods. In response, many US cities are scrambling to signal diver-

*!y to potential urban consumers by constructing cultural tourist districts in
Asian, Latino, and Black communities as places of middle- and upper-class

“~
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35 This chapter investigates

and shopping™ * , pecs
chine perspective by exploring whether racjy

in particular racial stereotypes, inﬂu.exl:;e the primary deval.
d consumers of Black branded neigh .thOOHds. Ty

“entertainment machine,” it is a “Cappuccin,
f both minimizing and reproducing Black
he formerly dark ghetto noy

entertainment

sidence,
re rtainment ma

of Clark’s enté

considerations:
opers; sellers, an
ining DC an

rather than col
> City,” where racé in the sense ot DY
al to understanding why t

| is critic
stereotypes, 18 €Il ' .
| entices some upper-income White residents.
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Constructing Black Narratives and
Fighting Racial Stereotypes

While some Black cultural branding initiatives are spearheaded mainly by
African Americans, much of Shaw/U Street’s Black historic preservation can
be traced to one of DC's premier preservationists: Kathryn (Kathy) Schnei-
der Smith, a middle-aged White woman.*® Smith, a District resident since
1965, is the founding editor of the journal Washington History and former
president of the Historical Society of Washington, DC. She also founded
the DC Heritage and Tourism Coalition, an alliance of over 230 arts, heri-
: tage, and community organizations, which in 2003 became Cultural Tour-
: is.m, DC.* Through these institutions during the 1990s and 2000s, Smith
1 vigorously worked to preserve certain aspects of the capital’s history in an
attempt to.draw millions of DC tourists from the national monuments to

the cty's _Cllzgrsi neighborhoods.?® A

! Smith strove to educate DC visi Y

f? the monuments on the Naetigr(l:a;li\szil;?lr.sszz Vej:s?etclial Cihy stony AP fron
and its neighborhoods have a distinct and worth Peop ctn KON hIEDE
fully understand the city’s history, one had to kY Past: She believed that to
now its Black history. For

most of the twentieth century, Shaw
: wentieth century, U Street had
aw been Black Wash;i
==L Dlack Washingto-

nians’ cultural and econom;
omic hub:
wb; thus, one had to b

this community’s i
pastin order to fully y £
nderstand DC’ S gl Al

—al@ DCU's Black histo
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Figure 10. Black Heritage Trail sign.

which eventually morphed into a guided walking tour, Before Harlem,

There Was U Street.*?
Kathy Smith’s cultural preservation work garnered her and the commu-

nity local and national recognition. In 1999, she was a lead consultant on a
Public Broadcasting Service documentary special, Duke Ellington’s Washing-
ton, which prominently featured Shaw/U Street’s Black history. In 2001, the
detailed Black history Smith presented on her guided bus and walking tours
was permanently institutionalized in the community's street infrastructure
through Cultural Tourism, DC'’s work. The coalition obtained federal and
city funding to install a series of large, permanent, billboard-like sidewalk
posts displaying information about the area’s Black past (fig. 10).** These
posts, scattered throughout the neighborhood, make up two city-endorsed,
self-guided walking tours: City within a City: Greater U Street Heritage Trail
fmd Midcity at the Crossroads: Shaw Heritage Trail. In 2003, Cultural Tour-
ism, DC collaborated with the 14th Street Main Street Initiative to further
if;::j‘.e the C(?mm.unity's past by having selected commerci.al establish-
lifer thelsplay hlSthlc photos of prominent local Black inst'itutlons."4 A year
men’tum preservation of the community’s Black history gained furtf}er mo-

when the DC Office of Planning released the “Duke [Ellington]

“~
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. 1 laid out the city’s Comprehensi\.’e UL (il ransforp,
Plan,” Which B et into an African Americar cultuital distrigg sy,
: Shawc{ Cultural Tourism DC the lead imp l.e menter (.)f the cultuy
signate smith's steadfast efforts, 1L 1S nearly impossib|e to

nks to - :
. thaw/U street without gaining some understanding of the

n to Black history.
versation with me that when she began her Shawy(

ork in the 1990s, she believed that “Shaw haq

histories, but that the history was just unknown” to
s that part of the reason for the obscurity of the

community’s history was its insufficient documentation,' but also that in. the
1990s the community “felt dangerous”; thus, few outsiders ventun?d into
the neighborhood to learn about it. To attract people to the commulmny, she
had to convince outsiders that the neighborhood was more than its short-

sighted association with blight, drugs, crime, and prostitution. So her mis-
sion, in part, was to change the negative iconic ghetto stereotype associated

with the community’s more recent past.

district. In @
walk through Sha .
community’s connectio

Smith recalls ina con

Street cultural preservation W

one of the city’s richest
most people. She explain

The Creation of Iconic Black Ghettos:
A Complicated History

Reconstructing the narratives of African American ghettos can be difficult
because of their multifaceted histories. In the late nineteenth and early

_-twentieth centuries, as part of the Great Migration, many African Ameri-
cans fled the Deep South in search of a better life in northern cities.® They

s . . . . .
sought employment opportunities and the promise of fewer racial restric-

tions. However, in many receiving cities, restrictive covenants legally barred
individuals from selling their homes to African Americans.?” As a result,
few urban communities were open to Blacks, leading to the eme}gence of

r_afcia}llfg.rigqted but economi&ﬁ)”.—iﬁiegrated Black Belts, “cities within
lc_ities.”‘"’ In these Black ghettos, lawyers, doctors, and éther_p;c;fc—e;sz)nalsﬁ
V:,‘(:g ?ee;;zfassl :'Ec; lv]vere unemployed :f\nd r.eceiving assistance from social
and nurtured som-e of tisee seg.reg,ated' mixed-income neighborhoods raised
HEHici e expets ar:;tlon s greatest musicians, artists, architects, aca-
In 1948, restrictive : political leaders,
the 1950s and '60s m:;:velr;lams e m.ade legally unenforceable, and in
quently, these Blacll( ghet}tloS :)Ck professionals left the Black Belts. Cﬂe_-
ished, because those with ecame even more segregated-and impaver-
ore, | 110se with the least resources were unable to leave. Further-

more, federal and ici :
) local policies steered massive public housing projects to
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(hese communities, institutionalizing concentrated povery
destitute and segregated conditions of (he dark ghetios d);
samerica’s Dilemma” continued in the 19505 ang '60s.%

The deprived conditions of the dark ghettog crealea th ey
ol riots.’? In the aftermath of these riots, between 1978 nation’s worsg
cumstances in many Black ghettos grew even Worse, Deind?ln.d-m.%'-dr-
disinvestment, Black middle-class flight, government Ctrlﬁé_lzg ii‘[ laﬁll'z_a_t_l,o,n,
6~f§‘§bé:qi_ii_n__g_f crime, and the rise of single-parent hOuseholdsz :eOCIal wel-
{he explanations for this decline.** As businesses pulled oy ofthesescl)qme >
tﬁé} were replaced to some extent by an informal econo e
the drug trade.”

In the 1980s and "90s, the drug and gang activity in Black ghettos con-
tributed to the stereotypical images of the iconic ghetto. Dangerous urban
wastelands of abandoned buildings; uncontrollable, dangerous Black men:
“thugs”; lazy, undeserving welfare queens who were unable to look after
their children; and crackheads were among the images that went main-
stream. In the late 1980s and early '90s, popular Hollywood movies, such
as New Jack City and Boyz n the Hood, and rap groups, like the Geto Boys and
N.W.A., exemplified the iconic ghetto and brought its inner-city images to
suburban America.

While the images of drugs, despair, joblessness, and organizational dep-
rivation are part of the Black ghetto’s history, it is an exaggerated negative
narrative.* Some residents of these neighborhoods during this more trou-
bled time were middle class, and the majority of residents were not involved
in the drug trade. Most were low- and moderate-income people struggling
to survive and cope with concentrated poverty.> Yet because of persistent
segregation and discrimination, the exaggerated negative ghetto narrative

helps to maintain an association between Blackness and poverty. According

50 lhe ex[remely
Mmonstrated that

My, Most noticeably

to Elijah Anderson, the stereotypical iconic ghetto image is so strong that it
implicates all African Americans. He suggests that African Americans who
are not poor and do not live in the urban ghettos must go through great
lengths to shed the piercing misperception of their being associated with a

stereotypical image of Black inner-city life.”’

Creating a Black Brand and Distancing from the Recent Past
n be challenging to accurately describe the

: ; nities that
complicated trajectory of segregated, African American corglllf;lvlv/u e
have produced both inspiring and terrifying outfomes, InEllington sihe
the “Black Broadway” entertainment narrative, with Duke

For cultural historians, it ca
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ates the reconstructed Black brand. Thj Hisi

domin -
roughly between 1920 and 194,

mmunity’s heyday,
me space.
's written guide, coauthored by Kathy

celebrated centerpiece
rative embellishes the COMITETT
when it was a segregated, mixed-inco

The Greater U Street walking tour

Smith, opens with the following:

New York's Harlem overtook it, Washington, D.C. could

Until 1920, when T :
population in the United States.

e largest urban African American
heartbeat. It inspired and nurtured the el-

f Duke Ellington. In the 1930s and 1940s,
Jelly Roll Morton, and

claim th
The U Street area provided the

egance and the musical genius 0
Cab Calloway, Pearl Bailey, Sarah Vaughn,
d on and around U Street, and hung out at

| of magic that it was dubbed Washington’s

the likes of
native son Duke Ellington playe

after-hours clubs in a scene so ful
“Black Broadway."**

This Black branding material largely ignores the neighborhood’s more

st.3 In the late 1970s and '80s, the Shaw/U Street reputation coin-

recent pa
r containing “the

cided with notions of the iconic ghetto, as it was known fo
heart of Washington’s drug corridor.”*® Not only were drugs a major con-
cern, but prostitution was as well. One of the community’s earliest White
“pioneers,” Jackie Reed, in describing the community’s Logan Circle area in
the late 1970s, says, “In 1978, it was hell here. We had the house down the
corner, Kingman Place, was an active house of prostitution. The house right
;w.xt door to us became a housF of prostitution. . . . I never saw much drugs.
S i A e (e S
know. It was just awful!” Onlng; ey, Al ot
jus u

The creation of the Black Broadway narrative was largely shaped by th
fjgsire of internal and external community actors to fight Certaii d 2 ¢
iconic Black ghetto stereotypes. Kathy Smith insists that the Bl knegau_‘{e
v‘vay narrative came “from the community.” During her cultu EliC s
tion research, she held several community forums and heard ra Preserva-
the ne.ighborhood from seventy-five mainly long-term residr M s
to Sm{th, most community meeting/focus group participa ents. AcFording
seventies and eighties; they told “how they made it” des i o g thelr
gation and discrimination. Smith explained that the re Pd : pers.lStem SEgLe-
about the crime and the drugs of the 1970s and ‘80 S-l o . speak
their stories of “achievement” and “uplift.” In this w. Sl’ rather, they shared
forces were distancing the neighborhood'’s newl i, - AR DTG
stereotypical image of the ghetto. y created brand from the
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The Black Broadway and racial uplift themes ip the Sha
ing are similar to what Michele Boyd found in the gyq

don Chicago’s South Side.® Boyd highlights that onenzeville neighbor-

00 :
- ting Bronzeville as a Black raci of the main gog]s
of constructing ack racial cultural district was to h

' Change

out?iders’ negative perceptions of the area. She claims that Bronzeville’s
meighborhood leaders were acutely aware that achieving their ec -
and political goals would require them to transform prevailing idea(;nimlc
people as well as place.”®” She argues that to fight negative neighborhooil ;;t
ception”s,. "suppqners deliberately .reconstructed the neighborhood's black
history” into a rlse-and-fa'll r?anratlve.63 As in Shaw/U Street, Bronzeville's
reconstructed Black narrative is one of uplift and achievement in the 1920,
305, and '40s, followed by a prolonged period of decline. Boyd states, “This
narrative of achievement and decline helps sell the neighborhood by imbu-
ing its residents with heroism and historical significance.”* The heroism mo-
tif partly distances the neighborhood'’s association with its poor and iconic
ghetto images by “obscur[ing| the existence and contributions of average
black citizens [and] attribut[ing] racial accomplishments to the miniscule
black middle class.”®

Although internal Black preferences to fight racial stereotypes helped
shape Shaw/U Street’s Black Broadway narrative, Cultural Tourism, DC staff
also played a critical role. The organization wanted to market the commu-
nity to outsiders. To do this, it presented a safe, simplified, noncontroversial
community narrative. Smith notes that Cultural Tourism, DC was trying to
tell and sell the neighborhood’s history to outsiders that “didn’t appreciate
African American culture.” _

Because the neighborhood’s history as presented by Cultural Tourism,
DC was 5o sanitized, some critics said, “Where're the prostitutes? They were
here during the 70s and 80s."* Others would ask about the absence of hthe
1960s history of protest politics, through which civil rights leaders such as

, : ioh-
Walter Fauntroy, Stokely Carmichael, and Marion Barry organized the neig

i 1960s
borhood. Smith lived i : . 1 Hill neighborhood during the :
. Smith lived in DC's Capitol Hi 8 haw/ U Street biisaysii

and knew of the protest politics stemming from of the prolif-
Was difficult to tell that story, as well as the more recent stof?;torically asks,
®Iation of drugs and prostitution in the neighborhOOd' 2 start a public
”HOW do you talk about tough things? This Wasn,’t d.]e wayt(t)Oget funding to

IStory of Shaw.” She speaks about how challenging 1t Waj)ting that her ma-
COmmunicate a pOlitiC&llY charged neigthIhOOd story, I

he
; of Commerce: t
Jor Cl.lltural Tourisml DC sponSOI‘S were the DC C:Iai?::l;l Trus .
HUmanities Council of Washington, DC, and the B

. ers we
I)reserVEltlon. She realized that some of these fund

W/U Street brand.
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communicating a comprehensive history; they wanted a public e
= PUDIC narrayjy,

‘\fé/ that would attract development.
The selection of particular parts of Black history to fight stereotypes, ry,
) . ; » Mar.
ket a community to outsiders who might not appreciate Black culture, apq

receive funding for neighborhood development can be problematic, Ope
preservation partners, Marya McQuirter, whq

of Smith’s African American
he 12th Street Y, the public mural installation

helped with the research fort
Trail, says that the rise-and-fall narrative of

and Greater U Street Heritage
the walking trail was something that “I totally disagreed with.” She explains,

“So [ was attempting to insert more poor and working class and tensions

nder and all these different things, but that’s not the thrust that
/67 She mentions that intraracial class tensions and

the presence of poor people were downplayed along with interracial rela-
tions and sexual orientation.®® As she explains, “You could have narrated
U Street as a place of cross-racial, cross-gender, cross-sexual interaction . ..
cross-class interaction. . . . And then if you do that, then what does that do
for the whole rise and fall narrative?”®® By excluding references to the poor,
Cultural Tourism, DC helped to distance the community from iconic ghetto

around ge
folks were interested in.

6“ ‘.(’ ‘e
t g e wa\b\—o wolect cloce

tereotypes.
Often, historic preservation initiatives choose what is perceived as the
high point of the area’s development. As cultural preservation expert An-

drew Hurley states, “Highlighting a golden age helped legitimize a neigh-

borhood’s historic status. . . . Privileging the distant past at the expense of
ast at the expelioe

the recent past, however, robbed people of the ability to make connections

"\ZL to the present. . ... Those who possessed local roots were usually those whose
own history was most closely intertwined with the era of decline, precisely
the period that booster-oriented preservationists wanted to forget.””

Both internal and external preservationists wanted to minimize the de-
cline period because it reproduced a stereotypical ghetto image they were
trying to diminish. The desires of both some local residents and Cultural
Tourism, DC staff to tell a marketable uplift story help explain Shaw/U

' Street's constructed Black Broadway narrative. In this narrative, entertainment

.t is highlighted, while other community themes like interracial relations, in-

: traracial class conflict, protest politics, prostitution, drugs, and povertylare

i minimized.

Some who have intensely studied Cultural Tourism, DC and its actions
in the Shaw/U Street area claim that its work greatly contributed to the
community’s redevelopment and White takeover. Stephanie Frank, in her
master’s thesis on tourism and gentrification in that neighborhood, argues

that the “role of historic preservation and cultural heritage activities in the
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Greater U Street neighborhood is a revanchist one. The eff .

(hose meant to preserve the neighborhood have instead put 'm?;ls gu.lsed as
efashioning of the former "heart of black Washington’ into 4 whr'r:otlc?n the

class neighborhood.” She maintains, “The white middle-class cll e‘m‘lddle-

the Greater U Street neighborhood is aided by CT/DC’s [CUlturala'lem-g of

DC] efforts.”” Kathy Smith remarks that some residents said to h:ru nxs{?u
told our k%lstory and made the community look good” —which Jeq to its
gentrification.

While s.ome scholars mlght claim that Smith'’s cultural preservation ef-
forts contrlb.uted to a White takeover of Shaw/U Street, others point out that
Black branding shc:uld protect a race district from gentrification.” According
1o Michelle Boyd, “As entertainment and culture industries rely increasingly
on images of racial difference and urban culture, the populations that sup-
ply those images are included, rather than excluded, from those economies.
By the same token, racial tourism offers the opportunity for marginalized
populations to remain in their communities, to cultivate community pride,
and to participate in the benefits of economic regeneration.””? In Chicago’s
Bronzeville, the neighborhood Boyd studied, the Black branded community
stayed, for the most part, Black—but this did not happen in Shaw/U Street.

Shaw/U Street’s Black branding work occurred as the community was
transitioning from Black to White, a context complicating the Black history
preservation effort. Smith reached out to the community grassroots organiza-
tion Organizing Neighborhood Equity (ONE DC), which has relationships
with many in the neighborhood’s lower-income African American popula-
tion, to partner on the Black history tours. The idea was to have low-income,
long-term residents actually give the tours. ONE DC's outreach coordinator
and community organizer, Gloria Robinson, helped train the U Street tour
guides for Cultural Tourism, DC. Robinson, who is African American, has
had it rough at times. Maybe because of her life struggles or the fact the sh’e
grew up in the neighborhood, she, much like Dominic M?ulden, ON,E DC's
lead organizer, is extremely committed to helping the neighborhood's low-
income residents.

Robinson and I chat in ONE DC's conference room. ppimel
“Gentrification Is a White Collar Crime” is written on-é whiteboard. le

insists that the tours got to be uncomfortable, because m”ost of thf ip;lesf:ad
taking part “looked like you, Derek.” She recalls that t.he tounsts,more -
of asking questions about the community’s Black h1st9ry, wertzs and the
terested in learning about its crime rates, its transportation TOU=

where the motto

. . find a home!
Quality of its public schools: “These are people lOOk.mgtt; Sul;port Black
These aren’t tourists.” She says M@?@fﬂhw i

L~
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mainly White participants who clearly wanted (o redeve|,,
hismltgg?’tg/—bseiézﬁftg}‘e—s;nt these “tourists,” and decided thay )
—_— . On NHS
the area. Robins : ours.
best for ONE DC to stop Sponsorl.ng e .
e o plack history preservation effort was a strategy to reduce Shawy(
mit : g .
¢s iconic Black ghetto stereotype and to build an appreciation fo; j,,
Stree The effOl’[ marketed the Communlty to OU[Siders Who

. ~sortant history. . :
& an authentic nei hborhood experience and appreciated the arey’

ative. However, sOme newcomers were attracted o
fits recent past and authentic association with the

craved
inspirational Black narr

Shaw/U Street because 0
iconic ghetto.

Living the Wire and Reinforcing Traditional Stereotypes

While aspects of Shaw/U Street's Black history
ven into the community’s fabric and linked with the area’s redevelopment,

some newcomers are not convinced that its historic Black brand is directly
tied to its current economic revitalization. Ben, a White newcomer and avid
neighborhood blogger, says, “My observation is a lot of the newer residents
particularly of younger . . . people, 30 and under, who are coming here, it's
more commercial attraction than it is any value of . . . the cultural. . . . They
may see some [of the community’s] murals. They might know who people

like Thurgood Marshall [are] but not what he did.” Ben’s comments reflect

an understanding that not everyone is moving to Shaw/U Street because of

its African American history.

The neighborhood has unquestionably become one of DC's hippest. The
headline of a New York Times article on the community emphatically states,
“U Street: The Corridor Is Cool Again.” A Washington Post piece claims that
along 14th Street, one of the community’s principal commercial arteries,

hl!pster shops, edgy theater and eclectic eateries form Washington’s new
Main Street.”7*

and culture have been wo-

The area’s hi . ,
Venuee areall1 s hipness is connected to its popular alternative performance
. asZ :L;C . a,s the St'udlo Theater, Black Cat, 9:30 Club, Bohemian Caverns,

win’s, but it is also associated with the marketing of the commu-

nity’s Black hi 3 i i
entty; lac] history. .Cathenne, a White newcomer in her early twenties
usiastically describes Shaw/U Street: |

u

i Wi o e o T et

iy &; e)'dlilff ow, the musicians ca'm.e to play. I've been here

cHibeyen o s v it erence between what it is now and what it was
nt, even between what it was a year and a half ago.
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5o many different businesses [with a meaningful connection to the commu
nity's Black history| are opening. . .. There’s Busboys and Poets to remember

Langston Hughes, there’s Eatonville that's named after Zora Neale Hurston
Um, there’s Marvin [named for Marvin Gaye].

Catherine’s remarks suggest that the commodification of certain aspects
of the community’s “heyday” Black history is tied to its redevelopment and -

reputation. She recounts the neighborhood’s “cool reputation,” based on
its reconstructed Black Broadway era. She then speaks about some of the
new trendy restaurants, Busboys and Poets, Eatonville, and Marvin, that pay
symbolic homage to aspects of the community’s Black history. She explains
that this history and coolness attracted her to the neighborhood over other,
“boring,” sections of the city.

American society is more integrated than ever, and for some scholars
this is a signal of increasing racial and ethnic tolerance.” Today, when some
people select a city in which to live, one critical criterion is its racial and eth-
nic diversity.”” Some inner-city African American communities have now be-
come hip to White America; whereas Whites once fled from Black commu-
nities, now the twenty- and thirty- somethings, like Catherme, flock to them
tom;vﬁg they perceive as cool, hip living.”®

“Other newcomers are drawn to these areas to live the wire—a term that
both references David Simon's successful HBO series The Wire, and describes
abundle of dynamics that draw young people to gentrifying inner-city Black
neighborhoods. The Wire offers a compelling and complex structural analy-
sis of urban inequality and inner-city Black life in Baltimore.” However,
much like ethnographic inner-city accounts of the drug trade, such as soci-
ologist Sudhir Venkatesh’s Gang Leader for a Day, the series clearly sensation-
alizes drugs and urban violence.® I chose the term living the wire to refer-
ence and symbolize the association among entertainment, urban poverty,
v1olence ‘and Blackness: all iconic ghetto stereotypes.

Living ; the wire also refers to newcomer preferences to move into an inner-
city neighborhood because it has been branded as hip or cool, which, to a
certain extent, is associated with poverty and the violent past of inner-city
Black neighborhoods. For some, the hip and cool notions of the neigh-
borhood relate to its heyday history, as Catherine notes, but for others it
relates to its status as an “edge” neighborhood once avoided by the city's
mainstreamers,

Living the wire is a new form of urban slumming in which newcomers
experience aspects of low-income neighborhoods, not by exploring them

on bus tours or visiting them at night in blues clubs, but by actually moving

NPT
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into these neighborhoods for the ultimate “authentic” experienc
living the wire has the potential to expose outsiders to the COmpléx Whij
tions of America ghetto life and may reduce stereotypes, racially df?ﬂdi.
vironments can also reinforce traditiony| sll‘ezse.

0-

mixed-income living en
the concept of living the wi

wire
relates

hetto.* Hence,

types of the iconic §
the dual notion of desiring to experience firsthand the complex nayye ¢
Iso ‘fta_qt_i.ng_t_f_)és?if;ﬁs@ﬂd entertained safely

the inner-city life but

Notions of living the wire became apparent to me one December '{{ghl

in 2010, when I attended a fundraiser for one of Shaw/U Street’s civic ass,.
ciations. The event took place at Town, a Jocal gay dance club that openeg
in 2007. The two-story, twenly-thousand-square—fOOt club sports large, wall

ations and a disco ball. The fundraiser was

mounted, high-tech video install

held in the early evening, before the night crowd gets going. On the first
dance floor, groups of people, mainly White, gathered around cocktail ta-
bles set at its center. I listened in and participated in several conversations as
I ate finger food and walked around, bidding on several silent auction items.
[ noticed that some people were talking about area crime in an odd way.

They described neighborhood carjackings, shootings, and purse snatchings

with laughter and jokes. They talked about crime as if it were something to
brag about. It was as if they were describirig a mo@é—s‘o};ﬁé;éd_g havihg
a serious discussion. It was as if they were proud to live in an area that v

unsafe and edgy. It seemed that the neighborhood violence gave some new:

comers to the area bragging rights and something interesting to talk about

vas

at parties.
Durin i :
g the auction, one White newcomer who worked for a socially re-

sponsible investment firm in a nea
ing that took pl arby Maryland suburb described a shoot-
. place on her block. She explained that an elderl
trying to stop a teenager from selling drugs the e. e.r yan
shot him in the head. The w i re. In retaliation, the teen
i it i oman said that her minority neighbors held a
i bluni flg' or the man; afterward, many celebrated his life by |
& . i : 4 o

B Hiarljuang. The woman said she could not €0y lg_htmg

StEwWas getting drugs off the block, why were h ; understand: if the
tribute to the elderly man? er neighbors using drugs in

The conversations I he
ard were of the
zian refi < . ) type that urb .
e the ;::HC;S “.h;n he claims, “Thrill-seekers compeatz scholar David Gra-
some peo glg 1'g l-'lg s thaf accompany the experience of amOng'(he,‘r PECEs
experiencil; & living the wire seemingly helps them “be AuEhEnticity. s For
what sociolg Ii)sm,:[y and Blackness firsthand.5 It also rc?me authentic” by
— semcgml fd,rex.v Deener discovered during the : ate.s to aspects of
s of Venice Beach, California, where eliti ;tl;ﬁcation of the
ohemia collided
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with the Black ghetto. One of his participants reported, “People are do
here on AbboOt Kinney [the bohemian corridor] and they're having their‘l’\;n
and coffee, and just kicking it and having a grand ol’time, looking at th:
little boutiques, and meanwhile, there’s murder going on around them It's
stupid, ya know? But it was happening.”8s '

The concept of living the wire revealed itself to me on several occasions
For instance, a New White resident was explaining what made Shaw/U Stree£
exciting and cool: "I just knew after, like, certain nights when it’s, like, really
hot out on a Friday night and noticed people hanging out on the street out-
side a shop or whatever. You could tell certain nights that it was, like, ‘OK,
I'm gonna wake up in the morning, I'm gonna get an email, and someone’s
going to have gotten shot.”

The term living the wire can be juxtaposed to Living the Drama, the title of
urban sociologist David Harding's excellent ethnographic account of how
poor neighborhoods influence negative outcomes for minority youth.%¢ In
it, Harding describes the ways in which violence and the fear of violence
among boys living in impoverished areas of Boston greatly determine their
life-course trajectories. According to Harding, “Violence and strategies for
avoiding victimization loomed large in the lives of boys in poor neighbor-
hoods. Whether it was where to go to school and how to get there, whom to
befriend and whom to avoid, or how to interpret the behavior of the adult
they encountered, many decisions could not be made without reference to
the violence that casts a constant shadow over their lives.”®” Living the drama
means to carefully navigate and cope with extreme forms of urban violence.

During the 2000s, crime drastically decreased in Washington, DC. How-
ever, in certain sections of Shaw/U Street, major violence still occurs oc-
casionally.®® In 2015, diners seated at P14's outdoor patio dove under their
tables for cover when gunfire erupted nearby. Those shots killed a twenty-
nine-year-old African American man who had grown up in the neighbor-

hood.* The community has some remnants from its days as an infamous

drug market. Moreover, it has some “hot spots” for robberies despite the

redevelopment that has taken place.”

For Novella, an African American resident of the Foster Homes,
dized development about six blocks from Town, living the drama is an ev-
eryday occurrence. She says that even though the neighborhood has change.d,
alot of gang violence and drug dealing still go on. Young men involved in
crews, DC gangs, continue to wage territorial battles, and these disputes some;
times escalate into violence. Novella explains that if someone has a “beef
with a guy who crossed a turf boundary, he shoots at him. She claims that
her generation used fistfights, not bullets, t0 settle disputes. But today, she

a subsi-
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says, guys shoot. Novella talks about crime and Neighbo,

something to be feared, not joked about.
For several long-term African American residents, living (},

e dr
had tangible consequences, such as the loss of a loved o, s :lmca hag
Mozie, known as C-Webb, while playing basketball at the Kennedy Reums
tion Center. Though in his forties, C-Webb has the stamin, of a twenyy ;ea-
ear.

old. He would always want to play one more game whep | could barej
breathe after playing with him for more than an hour. y

C-Webb has been documenting the violence that has plagyeq Shaw
Street for decades. He records videos of the area youth as they grow up ip
the community, particularly the ones involved in the crews. He attempg
serve as a mentor and show them that running the streets usually Jeads 1o
jail and/or death. C-Webb has compiled numerous videographic tribyjes
to the many young men who have lost their lives to the violent streets near

the Kennedy Recreation Center.

David Robinson, known as Day-Day, was one of the area’s youth who
lived the drama.” He grew up in the Washington Apartments, a subsidized
housing complex a few blocks south of the Kennedy Recreation Center, and
was raised by a single mother, Evon Davis; his father was rarely around.
Although Evon, and several mentors, tried to keep David out of trouble, he
struggled in school and lived by the code of the street.”? He felt that to pro-
tect himself from the area crews, he needed to join one of them; so he joined
the Seventh and O Street crew and carried a gun. In the ninth grade, David
was arrested after a hallway shoving match with another area crew made its
way out into the streets after school. A few years later, in 2009, David was
shot at age seventeen after a fight broke out at a concert.

This near-death experience made David change his ways. He got a job
at Home Depot, made a commitment to finish his high school degree, and
got serious about his pregnant girlfriend. His goal was to finish school and
be the father to his son that hjs father never was. Just before the birth of his
son, David was shot by a group of young men who wanted his new $220
Nike sneakers. Instead of giving up the shoes, David had pulled his gun and
was Killed. Like many of the youth of Shaw/U Street, David lived the drama

?vnh ‘senous consequences, despite the redevelopment that has taken place
in this community and along the 7th Street corridor.

h .
00(d "‘("('nce
a4

The Grit and the Glamour

Cenafn New upscale and exclusijve neighborhood establishments, such as
the Gibson, play off the community’s edginess and the stereotypical image
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Figure 11. Outside the Gibson.

of the iconic ghetto. The Gibson is a contemporary, “hidden” speakeasy. It is

located in a nondescript gray building that looks abandoned (fig. 11). There
is no signage, and no street-facing windows on the first floor. All that can be
seen from the street is a small, unassuming doorbell-like buzzer discreetly
placed near a front door. When the buzzer is pressed, a stylishly dressed
young greeter comes out. If it is early evening, you will likely get in; other-
wise, you have to put your name and cell phone number on a waiting list.
When a spot opens at the bar—this can take an hour or more, depending
on the night—the hostess texts you. Once inside, the environment changes
from the gritty exterior to a posh, retro 1920s-style speakeasy interior with
a dark-wood-framed bar showcasing illuminated shelves of liquor, dim
lighting, and mixologists serving signature cocktails for fifteen bucks apiece
(fig. 12). On any given night, it is not uncommon (o see and hear political

appointees talking over a few drinks. .
Directly next door to the Gibson is ghetto-style liquor store with PleX}-
glas separating the customers from the merchandise, much of which is
fifths of liquor. On any given night, a group of older or middle-aged African
American men hang out in front. Additionally, a nearby bus stop ensures
frequent bursts of activity from people of color outside the Gibson.
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Figure 12. Inside the Gibson.

The liquor store’s grit provides the perfect contrast to the glamour of the
speakeasy. The juxtaposition of the Gibson, an exclusive, upscale cocktail
establishment, to the grimy liquor store and a group of African American
men on the street gives the speakeasy an ethos of hipness and edge based in
part on a Black ghetto stereotype. All that is needed next to the Gibson to
complete the iconic ghetto stereotype would be a storefront church.

The bar’s White owners, Eric and Ian Hilton, deploy the trope of the
iconic ghetto to attract resident tourists.” In describing how he and his de-
sign team came up with the concept of the Gibson, Eric remarks, “Our pro-
cess starts with an exploration of atmosphere: what else is on the block, who
lives in the neighborhood."”?

This proximity of grit and glamour plays off the notion of neighborhood
newcomers’ preference for living the wire while it relates to the community’s
Black brand. The stereotype that the Gibson works off is that somehow a
certain type of Blackness equals the authentic ghetto experience that certain
customers, mainly White, seek. The Hilton brothers in Shaw/U Street have
located their business where “stereotyped images of the city” give the Gib-
son its coolness and edge.*

'-u..-.-...'
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The bar is one of DC's hottest, and its coolness, to a certain extent, is
associated with an almost fabricated crime “hot spot.” The Gibson uses im-
agery of an iconic ghetto where, as Elijah Anderson indicates, people are
"both curious and fearful of ‘dangerous’ black people.”” The men congre-
gating in front of the liquor store next door and the faux-abandoned build-
ing that houses the Gibson provide the image people expect to see in the
ghetto. Except in this gilded ghetto, studios rent for $2,300 a month and row
homes sell for over $1 million.

Other local commercial establishments cash in on elements of living the
wire. Some incorporate the neighborhood’s African American history in a
variety of ways, to make their places stand out and appear cool and attrac-
tive to a diverse set of middle- and upper-income customers. One of them
is Busboys and Poets, a trendy restaurant, bar, bookstore, coffee shop, and
performance venue all in one. As owner Andy Shallal (fig. 13) proudly and
sincerely explains, Busboys incorporates a variety of African American tradi-
tions into its “DNA.”

Shallal, an Iragi American, describes the relationship between the Shaw/U
Street community’s past and Busboys and Poets, which was established in
2005: “This is historically a Black community. It was called Black Broad-
way . . . and | wanted to be able to bring that back in a way that I felt was

Figure 13. Owner Andy Shallal (left) and the author in Busboys
and Poets’ Langston Hughes Room (®Jim Stroup).
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getting covered up by much of the changes that were taking place -
area. . . . And so we named this place Busboys and Poets in honor of LangStols
Hughes, who worked as a busboy while writing poetry in Washingtop, DCP

Not only does the name of Shallal’s restaurant incorporate aspects ;>f
African American history, but the menu and performance Programming 4,
as well. Shallal explains:

[ went out of my way to be . . . more inclusive of African Americans. . . . The
menu clearly had to be representative of things that the community liked. .
Things like having catfish on the menu . . . represent a certain [kind of] hos-
pitality. It is traditionally an African American dish. It is something that we
happily make to say to the indigenous community here, which is mostly Af.
rican American, that this is a place that speaks to them. Another part was the

programming, which is really eclectic in its variety and mix. We have open

mic here on a regular basis. . . . open mic in this area had a real strong tradi-

tion, strong history, mostly African American.

Shallal is clearly drawing on stereotypical notions of Blackness: catfish and
spoken word as a form of protest politics.

A strong link exists between Busboys and Poets and a certain African
American heritage and culture, but it is not just this culture that is impor-
tant; the culture is tied to a specific Washington, DC, geography. In explain-
ing why he opened the first Busboys near 14th and U Streets, Shallal ex-
presses the connection between the neighborhood and his establishment:
“It had to start here, because | wanted to establish the brand. [ wanted to
establish the Busboys and Poets idea, what it was about.”

Shallal describes what the neighborhood was like before Busboys and
Poets came in: "When we first moved here, there was the relief recovery cen-
ter, which was right across the street here on the corner to us, which was an
Allcoholics] A[nonymous] center for recovering addicts and alcoholics. It was
mostly Black men that belonged to that program. So . . . the whole time be-
fore we opened, there was a congregation of men at that corner.” He noted,

“The perspective of many is that there’s a bunch of Black men on the corner
and there’s only trouble that will go on.” '

'y Shallal recounts the racial tensions that arose whe
White condo owners perceived a threat across the street

N some of the new

So, we invited the director of the [AA] program to come and speak to the
community here. We had a meeting right here in this room,

where a few of
the workers were here as well as some of the people who we

re involved with

- -
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the program . . . talking about the program. They [the new cond
became the biggest advocates for the program because . . . it’s bett( .
bunch of Black men standing on the sidewalk trying to ;e'cover (he{ to :ave-n
of Black men that are drug addicts. You know, the people that Qsedr ::) ;;)e :2:)

Shallal and many DC residents know that the area wh
cated used to be one of the city’s most notorious open-air drug and prostitu-
tion markets.”® The community’s difficult Past, especially the area in the vi-
cinity of Busboys that was the site of the DC riots of 1968, an open-air cirug
market, and then a recovery center, is part of what gives Busboys its edgy and
hip brand while being associated with Blackness, poverty, and authenticity.

ere Bushoys is lo-

40s, MD 2020, and Lottery Tickets?

While both the Gibson and Busboys and Poets use traditional ghetto tropes
along with other characteristics to fabricate their coolness, sometimes those
living in or frequenting Shaw/U Street encounter more vividly ingrained
ghetto stereotypes. Good Libations is a liquor store that some might de-
scribe as having a multiple personality disorder, but in fact it represents the
neighborhood extremely well. It has some features of both a stereotypical
inner-city liquor store and a high-end wine shop. A worn wooden counter
and a large, three-inch-thick wall of Plexiglas separate most of the liquor
and the sales clerk from the customers. The panel has a small revolving door
that the clerk spins around to take your payment and give you your pur-
chase. The merchandise behind the Plexiglas includes an array of vodkas,
bourbons, and scotches. However, a variety of wines, from well-known re-
gions like the Napa Valley, are not behind that wall. Near the unprotected
wines are high-end beers such as a twenty-two-ounce of Chimay for $12.99.
Refrigerators in the back of the store contain pricey microbrews in addition
to twenty-two-ounce cans and bottles of Heineken, Miller Lite, Pabst Blue
Ribbon, and other cheaper beers.

Ron is the store’s African American owner. He tells me he keeps the Plexi-
glas because it signals to customers that they need to make their purchase
and get out, not linger in the shop. He adds that it prevents some petty
thefts.

eg:m began the business in 2005, and says that as the neighbo.rhooﬂd has
changed, his customer base has also changed. When h'e bege.m, his Cus[on-l-
ers were 70% Black, 25% White, and 5% Asian and Hlspam.c. He' sa)fs lh.d'l
now they are 60% White, 35% Black, and 5% Asian al?d Hn.spamc. bu,-bfh-
vided row houses once stood across the street, and their African American



Py

98 | Chapter Four

mong Ron’s regular customers. Now, he says, the r(y, hougeg
: a ' '
1S were ¢ homes Of duplexes and are occupied by Whiteg, A

e-family : .
l erican customers come from the Section 8-subsidizeq
income CO-0ps.

ow-

arby as well as |

. n Apartments ne ¥

e ul.l))lishmenl caters to both lower- and upper-income alcoh,|
Ron's eslé

f He remarks that the new, higher-income White and Black pop.
preferences. A upscale spirits, and more of the crafy
ulations are bu:’l;l;g[;lacks who | guess were born here or who have bee,
b.e‘ers. Whe;eas e, he old-timers . . . still continue to buy the lower.
llVlng here "Olign exlgnlains that he likes variety, and so offers a wide selection
l;fv ;lc‘;:;‘;' He does note that his longtime Blacik Cu:stomers o$cas?on€i”y ca?l
him a “sellout” for increasing the amount of W' But it

might not be the wine that upsets Ron’s longtime Black customers so much
as the fact that it is freestanding, while most of the other beverages are kept
behind the Plexiglas barrier. ‘ . |

The city banned the sale of forty-ounce single-container liquor in 2008,
but Ron stopped carrying “40s” before that. He got tired of how many
younger White newcomers to Shaw/U Street were buying them:

occupal
are either sIng
set of his African Am

For some reason, I guess these kids have grown up watching videos or what-
ever, and now it’s . . . This one White guy came in; he was just like, you know,
straight White guy, glasses, everything. And he was, like, “Oh, you don't have
any 40s?” And I thought he was trying to make a joke, because . . . he came
in looking for forty-ounces, MD 2020, and lottery tickets. And I was, like,
“Huh?” He goes, “Well, I'm going to a party.” I said, “What type of party is
this?” He told me, he said, “Oh, we're going to a 'hood party.” And I'm just

like, nah, nah, get out of here. | have no problem with 40s, but don’t come in

because you're trying to be stereotypical.

Ron explained that this incident occurred frequently enough that he just
stopped selling 40s.

To a certain extent, the neighborhood’s redevelopment thrives on the
community remaining racially diverse or, more specifically, Black and edgy.
It helps give the community its pulse, its vibe, its coolness—but this “con-
struction of coolness” reinforces and perpetuates traditional stereotypes to

some degree. Some Whites think it is cool to live in a raciall

transitioning,
formerly low- d 5

. l.ncome neighborhood and throw stereotypical ghetto-themed
E'ames. The; (?lbson’s edge is associated with its proximity to a stereotypical
i :.ngf;.ec:t:e Vlvl?uor store and the grOl.‘lp of Black men that congregate outside

omers talk about tragic neighborhood crime and violence as
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if they were describing a scene from HBO's The Wire. It seems that the spo-
adicvielence is merely a community backdrop to some newcomers who
move to Shaw/U Street, in part, for excitement, entertainment, and authen-
ticity from living the wire. ¢ authen-

In the neighborhood, a certain amount of poverty, blight, Blackness, and :

danger gives it its authentic, edgy brand, which in turn is associated wit
property demand and skyrocketing home prices. This is a mind-boggling
turnaround from the times when these same characteristics would likely
have been associated with substantial property decline. The concept of liv-
ing the wire helps to explain part of this phenomenon, where certain iconic
ghetto features provide the “authentic” neighborhood drama, a live reality
show of sorts, sought by some White middle- and upper-income newcomers.
For some, this concept might conjure notions of 1920s urban slumming,
yet something profoundly different is occurring.”® Living the wire is just
that. It's not simply visiting an area as a tourist or urban thrill-seeker; it is
residing within a Black-identified space.!®® Where living the wire mirrors the
slumming concept is in the fact that the thrill, the edge, the coolness, the
Black brand, is based on preexisting Black ghetto stereotypes—Black men
and women as entertainers, drug dealers, and lazy people hanging out on
the corner. It also brings up images of Black people as the Other. The neigh-

borhood is hip partly because it is perceived as a place to avoid because it
was once dangerous.

Summing Up

The urban landscape is constantly shifting, and many African American iconic
urban ghettos across the nation are being rebranded as hip, edgy, and historic
areas for the consumption of Black culture. Some of these communities are
experiencing Black gentrification, while others are becoming more racially
diverse by attracting middle- and upper-income Whites. One common feature
is that many of these low-income Black neighborhoods are using forms of
Black branding to attract development.

There is no question that DC's Shaw/U Street neighborhood has an Afri-
can American brand. Its streets are dotted with walking-tour signs describ-
ing the accomplishments of African Americans associated with the neigh-
borhood's past. Several neighborhood roads are named after significant
Black figures, and community murals depict important African Americans.
Moreover, trendy new restaurants as well as Juxury apartment and condo-

minium buildings are named after African American literary and musical
icons.
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For some people, Black branding and its association with neighborh gy
or | progress. We have witnessed a major trapg;.

ment, signifies racia : :
[?:,f‘;lgfe acceptance of Blackness. Black branding provides some evidenc,
ti

that we as a country appreciate and value elements of Black history. It v,

long ago that many Americans feared the Blac.k ghetto, and -the Majority
“?,[_lrban neighborhoods deemed Black were avoided. Today, historic Black
zeighborhoods are attracting a much more divsrse population, and in some
instances Black branding is associated with neighborhood redevelopment,

While the Shaw/U Street area’s Black Broadway brand was shaped by mul.
one was the desire to reduce the community’s negative iconic

ghetto image. Decisions about having the rebranded image not be too Black,
00 poor, Of t00 controversial were influenced by both African Americans

and Whites in order to present a positive community image to outsiders.
Oftentimes this external audience focus reinforces Black stereotypes, such
as the one of African Americans as musical entertainers, clearly represented

in Shaw/U Street's Black Broadway image; but it also relates to elite Blacks
and other community stakeholders wanting to minimize negative African
American stereotypes. The sanitized racial uplift image attempts to distance
the community from iconic ghetto stereotypes.

Many historic Black communities are spinning a similar uplift and en-
tertainment narrative regardless of whether the storylines are spun by Black-
controlled local governments, elite Black residents, or White external elites,
as in the Shaw/U Street case with Cultural Tourism, DC." Much like Star-
bucks has commodified and exported a certain small Seattle coffee shop
experience and McDonald’s has duplicated a version of the classic Ameri-
can hamburger and fries around the world, Black neighborhoods are at-
tempting to commodify a certain nostalgic Black history experience in cities
around the United States.'” By branding Black culture and mainst ing
_1113 ghetto, we reduce some African Ame_rican stereotypes, but at the same
time we lose some complexity about how institutional racism contributed
to creating the Black ghetto in the first place.

While Black ?nd ‘Whlte preservation-ists work to counteract negative ste-
reotypes of the iconic ghetto, some neighborhood newcomers are lookin
for authentic experiences based on their expectation that inner-city B] ﬁ
areas are dangerous and exciting. This iconic Black ghetto stereot 2 : 9
sociated with contemporary and hip, urban and grit. Rea] estate );pe 1;» as-
ers and commercial businesses have tapped into this valued “ed eel?’e- op,:
commodity and are selling it for a premium to those who Carﬁg
is hard Lo conceptualize exactly what they are selling or what cus; O;:er slt. It
purchasing, but part of the amenity bundle can be explained by what | h:‘:

tiple forces,
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called “living the wire, " which is based on preexisting stereotypical i
of the iconic ghetto. TAEs

Living the wire refers to a notion of residing in a community that has
an energy and an edge that distinguishes people who live in the inner cit
from those living in the “boring” homogeneous suburban and central c;[Y
areas. Living the wire helps newcomers carve out their urban niche in thz
metropolis. They flock to historic Black neighborhoods to experience the
thrill of viewing elements of the iconic ghetto.

while the fact that Whites feel comfortable moving to Black spaces might
seem like racial progress, to a certain extent it is based on stereotypical por-
trayals of African Americans. Some newcomers move into African American
communities based on a perceived association between urban authentic-
ity and Blackness. The relationship between authenticity and Blackness is
related to the stereotypical association of Blackness with poverty, danger,
and excitement, which in turn symbolizes contemporary subtle racism. I
consider this a form of subtle racism, compared to the past, when people
would not move into a Black community due to blatant racism.

Harvard University sociologist William Julius Wilson uses the HBO se-
ries The Wire as part of his course on urban inequality.'”® One of his stu-
dents, Kellie O'Toole, states, “People in society attempt to distance them-
selves from the ‘other’ . .. ‘The Wire’ works against this idea by depicting
the connection between mainstream and street culture. It shows that,
while people sometimes think they live in different worlds, we are more
alike than we are different.”'*

However, some newcomers to redeveloping ghettos w
spired by and appreciate elements of Black culture do not truly engage in
the ghettos’ complexity. The younger newCOmers, the tourists in place, seem
more concerned with consuming ghetto-inspired culture than connecting
and identifying with those struggling with the ills of racism and structural
ingggajimat—ioﬁships among discrimination, institutional racism,
and intergenerational poverty are not part of a narrative told to them in the
community's rebranded story, nor are these relationships often addressed
by newcomers when they engage in community politics.

Andrew Hurley explains that festive cultural districts often ”discou‘raged
visitors from reflecting deeply.”'”” Few Shaw/U Street newcome.rs seriously
contemplate the community’s past to understand how the ne,gthfhoo‘d
was structured and how it produced concentrated poverty. Ratt.le.r, lconic
ghetto elements of poverty, crime, and Blackness are seen as Iexcmng C?m'
munity backdrops. This situation reinforces Elijah Anderson $ o})sewztlin
that “as the urban environment becomes ever more pluralistic and the

ho might be in-
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veneer of racial civility spreads, a profound stigma persists, embodieq ili
mately in black skin and manifested in the iconic black ghettg_“ 16 )

This is not the first study to highlight tha? c.ertain P?Ople are drawn (o urbap
areas that contain poverty and posh ar'nenmes. In his detailed e‘hnogfaphic
study of the redevelopment of {_A’s Skid Row, Bernard Harcourt states, #, is
precisely that juxtaposition of high-end l?fts and hom.eless beggars that gives
LA’s Skid Row a trendy, urban, edgy, noir flavor that is so marketab]e "17 In
Chicago’s gentrifying Wicker Park, Richard Lloyd notes th.at for upper-income
newcomers, “sharing it with working class and non-white residents, evep, if
personal interaction remains superficial, is part of their image of an authep.
tic urban experience.”'® Lloyd explains that the newcomers’ understanding of
their neighborhood's rough past as infested with gangs, drugs and prostitutes
“coincided with the bohemian disposition to value the drama of living on
the edge.”"® Christopher Mele and Sharon Zukin claim that some middle-
and upper-income New Yorkers find the close proximity of grit and glamour
an “authentic” postindustrial aesthetic."® What all these scholars describe un-
doubtedly manifests itself in Shaw/U Street, and provides concrete evidence
that consumer culture and the search for authenticity shape neighborhood
development.

The influences of reducing and reinforcing racial stereotypes on Black
branding processes have implications for theories of urban development and
growth. Black branding and living the wire correspond to Terry Clark’s en-
tertainment machine theory." Clearly, in Washington, DC, city officials are
backing efforts to merge Black culture, entertainment, and diversity to form
a commodity to attract twenty- and thirty-somethings to Shaw/U Street."?
While the commodification of Black culture is part of Shaw/U Street’s revi-
talization story, aspects of the community process, particularly the market-
ing of elements of Black culture, are shaped by a racial framework: reducing
some iconic ghetto images while at the same time promoting and reinforc-
ing others. Both B}l)acl; alr:s White understandings of the iconic ghetto and
its association with Blackness relate to t i . .
sale, and purchase of the community’s ;ZCC;’ rllnsr:scclu?rz" szrfmdlﬁca“on'
Michelle Boyd, who states that Black brandin ”doe' IS' e Spports
insignificant: despite academic clamoring for iti end acer lmp.ly t.hat race 15
) o ) 3 ) +Tace remains Important
in the political life of African Americans, ”11? Race is critical to both Black po
litical life and the understanding of White consumer preferences, which zr :
associated with neighborhood change in inner-city America. I ©
e s n Shew) et ot s e 1 8lded gheto, wha

gentrification pattern but rather

the past of the neighborhood fashioned as a “city within a city”: its Black
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Broadway heyday in the early part of the twentieth century and its more
recent past as an iconic Black ghetto in the 1970s, ‘80s, and “90s are critical
elements in marketing this community to newcomers. It is precisely the
community’s history as a Black ghetto that helps make it cool, hip, authen-

. \'\ o
= . . . \
{ic. and attractive to upper-income, mainly White, newcomers. _

"K,lg, findings challenge the claim that Black branding can sfé{féguard a mi-
nority community from gentrification and displacement."* In the case of
Shaw/U Street, cultural preservation helped make the community “capital
ready.” Investments in rehabilitating buildings and constructing historic dis-
tricts, murals, and signage are signals that the community is “tourist ready,”
but they are also signals to investors and “tourists” who desire to live the wire.
Black branding does not ensure that the community can control its own des-
tiny, nor does it predict Black control over a Black branded neighborhood. In

/

Shaw/U Street, the rise of the Black brand correlated with significant decline

in the number and percentage of Black residents, and an increase in property

Values. Some of the Black population decline was based on choice, and some

on forced displacement caused by rising property values."> As Hurley claims,
“It is one thing to assess a commitment to social diversity through preserva-
tion and public interpretation, quite another to prevent soaring property val-
ues from displacing existing residents or a least imposing hardship on those
with meager financial resources.”"®

The concept of living the wire helps explain why mixed-income living
is so difficult to implement or maintain, and why it is not producing the
expected results in terms of racial and income mixing. Gentrification author
Sarah Schulman states, “Mixed neighborhoods create public simultaneous
thinking, many perspectives converging on the same moment at the same
time, in front of each other. Many languages, many cultures, many racial
and class experiences take place on the same block, in the same building.”"”
However, if one population is living the wire.and the. other is living the
drama, crime might be interpreted in very different ways, making it difficult
to develop shared understandings and goals. As policy makers promote
mixed-income living environments, we cannot assume that people moving
into these environments understand community circumstances and events
in the same way that long-term residents do. For instance, some newcomers
might view the perception of crime as important to the neighborhood’s hip
identity, while others might view crime as detrimental to their life chances.

This chapter demonstrates the importance of race in the process of
Black branding and presents a plausible explanation for the arrival of some
Whites in traditionally low-income African American communities. Whil.e
Interrogating Black branding and the influx of Whites in Shaw/U Street, this
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es more questions than it answers. For instance "

chapter generat T by
specific mechanisms do cultural preservation initiatives lead {, COm;;] at
Unigy

revitalization? Moreover, at what population tipping point does the
brand begin to fade? As noted in 2010., the Shaw/. U Street neigthFhoo ;Ck
only 30 percent African American, and it seems as if this Percentage yyij omls
decline as the community continues to redevelop.® Wil] Shaw/y Stress sr;y
hold on to its Black “authentic” identity if African Americans are no Jop )
a sizable resident population? Lastly, how do newcomers in historijc B,ag:kr
neighborhoods relate to the original residents?

In the next chapter, I examine how low-income African Americapg and
new White residents interact within this mixed-income, mixed-race com-
munity. As can be anticipated, racial conflict emerges, but race alone js .
sufficient for understanding the internal dynamics of this complex commy.
nity. The influence of multiple social categories must be acknowledged to
better understand the tensions and discords materializing in Shaw/U Street,




