N
N

N

HAL

open science

‘Meet De Boys on the Battlefront’: Festive Parades and
the Struggle for Public Space in New Orleans Post
Katrina
Aurélie Godet

» To cite this version:

Aurélie Godet. ‘Meet De Boys on the Battlefront’: Festive Parades and the Struggle for Public Space
in New Orleans Post Katrina. European journal of American studies, 2015, 10.4000/ejas.11328 .

hal-02161482

HAL Id: hal-02161482
https://hal.science/hal-02161482

Submitted on 20 Jun 2019

HAL is a multi-disciplinary open access
archive for the deposit and dissemination of sci-
entific research documents, whether they are pub-
lished or not. The documents may come from
teaching and research institutions in France or
abroad, or from public or private research centers.

L’archive ouverte pluridisciplinaire HAL, est
destinée au dépot et a la diffusion de documents
scientifiques de niveau recherche, publiés ou non,
émanant des établissements d’enseignement et de
recherche francais ou étrangers, des laboratoires
publics ou privés.


https://hal.science/hal-02161482
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr

“Meet de Boys on the Battlefront”: Festive Parades and the Struggl...

1 of 18

European journal of
American studies

10-3 | 2015 :
Special Double Issue: The City

PART ONE Spatial Justice and the Right to the City: Conflicts around Access to Public Urban Space
Competing Claims to Housing and Public Space: Fighting Displacement in the Contemporary City
1.9

“Meet de Boys on the
Battlefront”: Festive Parades
and the Struggle to Reclaim
Public Spaces in Post-Katrina
New Orleans

AURELIE GODET

Abstract

New Orleans has been the parading capital of the United States for close to two centuries.
Since Hurricane Katrina, parades have become more important than ever, as many
residents have called festive organizations home to reclaim urban space and say “We are
New Orleans” or “This is our city.” This article will consider how the place-making practices
of Mardi Gras Indian tribes, social aid and pleasure clubs, and carnival krewes have all
reflected and informed citizens’ responses to displacement after Katrina. Drawing on
Abdou Maliq Simon’s conceptualization of people as infrastructure and a series of three
case studies, it will refocus the discussion on the rebuilding of the Crescent City around its
citizens, taking the embodied festive practices of New Orleanians as a lens through which
to examine the politicization of public space in post-Katrina New Orleans.
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Keywords : carnival, gentrification, Katrina, Mardi Gras Indians, New Orleans, parades,
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Introduction: Katrina and the
Disruption of Public Space

1 Katrina did not just kill hundreds of Louisiana residents when it made landfall in
August 2005, it also fundamentally altered the geography and demography of its largest
metropolitan area. In the wake of the hurricane, about half of New Orleans homes —
108,371 dwellings — suffered flooding at least four feet deep.? Thousands of community
members were displaced as a result, leaving entire neighbourhoods, such as the working-
class Lower Ninth Ward and New Orleans East districts, empty.? The urban renewal
schemes that were unveiled and implemented six months after the disaster to remedy “a
housing crisis of historic proportions™ clearly accelerated the pace of gentrification:
under the guise of reconstruction and disaster clean-up, the inner city got rid of its
impoverished neighbourhoods and of its oldest healthcare providers, including Charity
Hospital, which provided the only subsidized health and trauma care in the city. Public
spaces were either privatized to maximize consumption or policed more actively.” Rather
than striving to recreate the services that enabled residents to function in daily life (day-
care facilities, public transportation, public schools, etc.), municipal authorities focused on
tackling the city’s “culture of violence.” The need for safety became of greater concern
than the effects of a long history of race and class oppression, deindustrialization,
suburbanization, and neoliberal social and economic politics involving cuts in education,
health care, and welfare.

2 Drawing on a substantial (and growing) literature on public spaces and democratic
rights,® New Orleans’s parading culture” and the city’s post-Katrina mood,® this article
wishes to study how, outside the framework of party politics and representative
democracy, socially, racially or politically marginalized New Orleanians have relied on
local festive practices to reclaim the streets of New Orleans since August 2005.

3 The first part of our analysis will introduce a three-pronged typology of parades in
the Crescent City based on a historical overview of New Orleans’s parading culture. We
will then proceed to consider how the place-making practices of carnival krewes, social
aid and pleasure clubs, and Mardi Gras Indian tribes have all reflected and informed
citizens’ responses to displacement after Katrina. Drawing on Abdou Maliq Simone’s
conceptualization of people as infrastructure — which emphasizes “collaboration among
residents seemingly marginalized from and immiserated by urban life” and a series of
three case studies, this section of the article will refocus the discussion on the rebuilding
of New Orleans around its citizens, taking the embodied festive practices of New
Orleanians as a lens through which to examine the politicization of public space in post-
Katrina New Orleans. Finally, we will reflect on the relationship between parades and
democracy and show how contemporary celebrants are expanding and redefining political

discourse by eschewing formal rational dialogue aiming at consensus.

1. History and Typology of Parades in
New Orleans

4 To the extent that New Orleanians consider processional rituals to be an essential part of
their lives and continually invent new excuses to take to the streets, New Orleans can
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undoubtedly be called the parading capital of the United States.'® The history of parading
in New Orleans actually dates back to the 18th century and is rooted in African and
Caribbean religious and festive practices™ as well as European traditions, including the
medieval tradition of the royal entry'® and the informally organized public revelry of the
Parisian carnival of the 1830s."3

In the 18th century, the focal points of the parading geography in New Orleans
were the Place d’Armes (today’s Jackson Square) and Congo Square. The Place d’Armes
(or Plaza de Armas, as it was called from 1762 to 1803) was laid out by Louis H. Pilié in
1721 as an open-air market, a site for the public execution of disobedient slaves, and a
military parade ground. Congo Square, located just outside the ramparts of the original
French settlement, was set aside for use by enslaved Africans and people of African
descent as a market and social gathering place'* Little documentation about Congo Square
festive rituals has been preserved,' but it seems that Africans from disparate areas of West
Africa all practiced their various drumming and dancing styles (calinda, bamboula, and
congo) there, and spoke and sang in different tongues simultaneously. The tradition
possibly began as early as the 1750s and ended in the 1880s.'® In 1845, a municipal
ordinance prohibited outdoor music and dancing without permission from the mayor.
After Reconstruction, the New Orleans City Council renamed the square after the
Confederate general P. G. T. Beauregard, and, like many other public places, it was
reserved for white use and remained so until the 1960s.

In the 1880s, public street processions for religious holidays and fraternal
organizations’ anniversaries, energized by the syncopated music of marching bands,
extended the festive traditions cultivated in Congo Square to the entire city. Meanwhile,
all-white, elite carnival organizations such as the Mistick Krewe of Comus, the Knights of
Momus, the Krewe of Proteus, and Rex appropriated Creole Mardi Gras customs to stage
a modern form of Mardi Gras spectacle parade meant to project cultural prestige as much
as political power."” Under their influence, carnival became a major civic event and part of
a municipal marketing strategy meant to attract out-of-town businessmen and, soon,
international tourists.'®

Today, despite the great diversity of its forms (St. Patrick’s Day parades, St.
Joseph’s Day parades, Halloween parades, jazz funerals, commemorating processions
such as the Maafa,' or the semi-organized foot parades of the Jefferson City Buzzards,
Fountain’s Half-Fast Walking Club and the Joan or Arc Project),? public parading in New

Orleans takes three main forms.

1.1. Mardi Gras Krewe Parades

Best known are probably the annual spectacle parades associated with Mardi Gras.
Staged by predominantly white social organizations, or “Mardi Gras krewes,” these
parades feature tractor-driven, thematically decorated floats interspersed with high-school
marching bands. Each krewe perpetuates a narrative of aristocracy, with its honorees
acting as kings, queens, princesses, dukes, maids, etc. Masked club members and their
guests ride high above street level on the floats, throwing beads, doubloons, stuffed
animals, or other tokens to the cheering crowds that line the streets of New Orleans. For a
parade to be featured on the “official” Mardi Gras schedule, it must apply for a municipal
permit. Traditionally, the New Orleans Municipal Code allowed for 34 parade permits to
be issued to non-profit carnival organizations to parade during the two weeks prior to and
on “Fat Tuesday.” Under new rules passed by the New Orleans City Council in 2014, that
number has been brought down to 30 — though any organization granted a permit in the
prior carnival season will be able to hold onto its permit if it meets the minimum
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participation requirements.*!

1.2. Second-Line Parades

Another popular form of procession is the semi-structured, quasi-weekly second line
parades held by social aid and pleasure clubs (SAPCs).?® Choreographed by
predominantly black working-class clubs,*3 such parades are built around a narrative of
“fictive nouveau riche”?4: club members dress up in bright-coloured three-piece suits with
matching hats, wear silk-embroidered sashes across their chests, birds other ornaments on
their shoulders, and carry fans, walking canes, or umbrellas. Escorted by the police, club
members dance along a pre-planned route — almost entirely through African-American
neighbourhoods like Treme, Central City, Carrollton —followed by a brass band of ten to
twenty musicians and a “second line” of participants, including dancers, chanters,

percussionists, and walking community members.

1.3. Mardi Gras Indian Tribe Parades

Related to the second line tradition are the Mardi Gras Indian tribe parades.
Orchestrated by black or biracial (African/Native American) men, women, and children,
they keep up a fiction of Indian royalty while strolling through the backstreets of the city
on Mardi Gras day, St. Joseph’s night and “Super Sunday” (the Sunday nearest to Saint
Joseph’s Day). A tribe generally includes a spy boy, a flag boy, a big chief, and a big
queen,®S each dressed in elaborate, hand-stitched “Indian suits” of beads and feathers.
They are followed by percussionists and chanting choruses of neighbourhood and family
supporters. While the holiday spectacle parades and the Sunday second line parades are
officially authorized, Mardi Gras Indian processions are not. Tribes today maintain the
historic practice of parading along unplanned routes without a city permit.

2. The Politics of Parading in New
Orleans

Parading is not an isolated, one-time event in New Orleans. The activities involved in
the production of parades extend to almost every aspect of daily life. The physical and
sonic presence of parade participants must thus be interpreted as a way of inhabiting the
time-space of the city, of transforming the abstract space (or bureaucratically shaped
space) of the streets into a lived space (or concrete space) — to use Henri Lefebvre’s

terminology.2®

12 By the same token, parading has never been a purely festive practice in the

Crescent city. The collective agency of the crowd, which LSU anthropologist Helen Regis
primarily locates in the corporeal, the visual, and the spatial,?” has repeatedly provided
opportunities to claim social, economic, and political power and/or disrupt the racial
ordering of urban public space. For the white business or professional elite of the city, late
19th-century parades were a way to project prestige as well as satirize the racial order
deriving from Radical Reconstruction.?® For the 20th-century black working class,
occupying the streets of the Tremé neighbourhood with music was a way to fight
invisibility and thus articulate a “right to the city.” Thomas Brothers thus writes that the
pre-civil rights era second line parade, as a “public display of African American

vernacular culture,” could be interpreted as a “symbolic act of resistance to Jim Crow.”??
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13 Though discernible since the mid-19th century, the convergence of parades and

urban politics has, we believe, become even clearer in New Orleans since Katrina.
Regularly taking to the streets with messages such as “We are New Orleans” or “This is
our city,” parade participants seem more intent today on showing that they are “owners”
of public space and that the city is consubstantial with its residents’ cultural traditions.

14 Among dozens of examples gleaned from press cuttings, academic articles, and our

own experience of carnival in New Orleans, we selected three cases we deem
representative of the city’s parading culture and post-Katrina ethos: a controversial jazz
funeral procession in honour of tuba player Kerwin James (2007), a surprisingly strife-free
Mardi Gras Indian St. Joseph’s night procession (2012), and a chaotic Krewe of Eris
Mardi Gras parade (2011). Our hope is that, taken together, these samples will provide
insights into both black and white citizens’ responses to displacement after Katrina and
will illuminate fundamental aspects of the politicization of public space in post-Katrina
New Orleans.

3. Reclaiming Public Space in New
Orleans since Katrina: Three Case
Studies

3.1. The 2007 Jazz Funeral Procession in
Honour of Kerwin James

As Helen Regis has convincingly demonstrated since 1999, second lines are sources of
empowerment for New Orleans’s black working-class population. “The majority of
participants in the second-line tradition are not owners of homes, real estate, or large,
public businesses. Yet through the transformative experience of the parade, they become
owners of the streets,” she notably observed in 2001.3° During the long hours of Sunday
second lining, neighbourhoods are mobbed with participants singing, dancing, walking.
Traffic is halted as paraders — a diverse cohort of marchers, dancers, and second liners
often numbering from 1,000 to 5,000 people — come out of the door and funk up four or
five miles of bad New Orleans road. Streets temporarily become vibrant public squares
defined by subaltern groups who design their own use of them. “Shut that street down...
I’m coming through here. That’s what it feel [sic] like,” a Prince of Wales Social Aid and
Pleasure Club member explains.“The tourists ... be trying to see what’s going on, they
taking pictures, but we own the streets that day,” proclaims another.3

16 Despite the defiant, self-centred tenor of such declarations, those designs are

inclusive and participatory. Dancing, as well as tuba-and-drum call and community
response,break down the barriers between audience and performers. Unlike float riders in
Mardi Gras, who glide along the parade route perched high above following onlookers,
the celebrants of second line parades exist on the same plane as the observing crowd, only
set apart physically by a rope.3* The format of a moving stage as the structuring element
reinforces the expectation of collective participation. Insofar as second liners fashion a
distinctive, egalitarian public square, they illustrate Don Mitchell’s observation: “ What
makes a space public — a space in which the cry and demand for the right to the city can be
seen and heard — is often not its preordained “publicness.” Rather, it is when, to fulfil a
pressing need, some group or other takes space and through its actions makes it public.”33

17 In making a space public, second liners make a democratic move. For that reason,
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the first parades sponsored by social aid and pleasure clubs that took place after Katrina
(the Black Men of Labor Social Aid and Pleasure Club paraded on November 26, 2005,
and the Prince of Wales Social Aid and Pleasure Club followed on December 18) were
embraced as signs of the city’s cultural and political recovery.

18 On January 15, 2006, four and a half months after the storm, a coalition of 32
social and pleasure clubs came together to put on an “All-Star Second Line.” Participants
wore black T-shirts bearing the slogan “ReNew Orleans” on the front and their club’s
name on the back. The event drew 8,000 people from across the socioeconomic spectrum
— including more middle-class blacks and whites than usual, partly because, as the first big
post-Katrina second line, it was embraced by everyone seeking evidence that New
Orleans’s black cultural traditions and the city itself were back. It also drew large numbers
of displaced New Orleanians. Thousands of them drove or flew in from Baton Rouge,
Houston, Dallas, and Atlanta (and some from as far away as San Francisco, New York,
and Portland) to participate in the parade, to check on their homes, neighbourhoods,
friends, and family, and articulate publicly an intention, and perhaps a right, to return to
the city. The second line’s route made note of the destruction of African American
neighbourhoods before and following the flooding and spoke to the hope of rebuilding
those areas.34

19 Tragically, what was supposed to be an ode to renewal was marred by a shooting
near the Zulu Club headquarters on Broad Street and Orleans Avenue that wounded three
residents. New Orleans Police Department (NOPD) Superintendent Warren Riley used the
incident as an excuse to bulk up the numbers of officers assigned to every second line and
to raise parade permit fees from approximately $1,250 per club (right before the
hurricane) to $4,445.35 Considering this decision as an attempt to drive most clubs off the
street, Prince of Wales president Joe Stern and New Orleans Bayou Steppers president
Michele Longino formed a coalition of local parading groups that challenged the fee
increase in court. The American Civil Liberties Unions (ACLU), which filed the lawsuit
on its behalf, argued that the new fees threatened the very existence of the tradition by
denying paraders the right to free expression under the First Amendment. The complaint
also alleged that Fourteenth Amendment protections had been compromised because the
police escort and bonding requirements imposed on the clubs were unreasonable and
excessive. Attorneys for the police argued, on the other hand, that second lines were
lightning rods for violence and that they were private events, distinct from public holiday
parades protected under the city’s Mardi Gras Code (chapter 34 of the Municipal Code),
thus allowing the city to set fees at its discretion. Ultimately, the ACLU was successful,
and in May 2007 the NOPD settled, agreeing to return the fee to its original level and give
the paraders an hour on the street after the parade to socialize.3® The judgment paved the
way for weekly second lines to play their cathartic role in the renewal of black working-
class neighbourhoods and of the city.3”

20 On October 6, 2007, the streets of Tremé filled with sound again, this time for an
impromptu jazz funeral in honour of the New Birth Brass Band tuba player Kerwin James,
who had died of complications from a stroke several days earlier. As dozens of musicians
played the hymn “T’1l Fly Away,” the police showed up and told the mourners to disperse.
When the musicians continued playing, officers waded into the crowd, physically quieting
the musicians. They ended up arresting drummer Derrick Tabb and his brother, trombonist
Glen David Andrews, for disturbing the peace and parading without a permit. After
negotiations between community organizations and the NOPD, the procession continued
the following night under permit.3®

21 Like the debate about fee increases, the Kerwin James funeral incident gave New
Orleanians the opportunity to discuss issues of violence and gentrification as well as the
city’s dissimilar treatment of New Orleans’s black and white cultural traditions. One
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prominent concern was the right of community members to control public space. There
was disagreement among Tremé residents as to whether the mourners should have agreed
to parade with a permit the following night. Some argued that to do so actually meant
giving up claims to both space and tradition. Others hinted that applying for a permit was
a way to legitimize a cultural practice and, more practically, obtain welcome protection
from delinquents who might disrupt the event. Commentators also puzzled over the
NOPD’s general tendency to enforce or ignore official municipal regulations depending
on the context. In response to a police statement according to which the celebrants had
broken the law and the city tolerated no exceptions to the ordinance that prohibited
playing music on the street after 8 p.m., some people pointed out that exceptions to city
ordinances were made all the time for Mardi Gras parades and other touristy events in the
French Quarter — the city’s “Creole Disneyland.”3® Others noted that police intervention
had come at the request of some of the newer residents of the gentrifying Tremé,
interpreting the incident as proof that the latter’s “right to the city” was taking precedent
over that of the long-time working- or lower- middle-class residents of the neighbourhood.
The irony of seeing newcomers trying to regulate Tremé’s cultural life when they had
precisely been drawn to the area by its rich cultural history was not missed, and led to
renewed debate over the city’s future in the local and the national media.

3.2. The 2012 Mardi Gras Indian St. Joseph’s
Night Procession

22 Our second case study, although still revolving around the question of parading without
a permit, features different actors — Mardi Gras Indian tribes instead of social aid and
pleasure clubs. Its outcome (appeasement, after decades of friction) also deviates from the
course set by the Kerwin James incident.

23 Mardi Gras Indian rituals in New Orleans have always been associated with
resistance since their appearance in the 1890s. Reid Mitchell thus maintains that masking
Indian was a shared political meaning among African Americans to which whites did not
have access, “a form of black protest that claimed ritual space in a Jim Crow New

Orleans.”#°

Tribes, whose names tend to blend Native American and African influences
with New Orleans geography (Creole Wild West, Wild Squatoolas, Wild Tchoupitoulas,
Eighth Ward Hunters, Mandingo Warriors, Congo Nation, Guardians of the Flame, Yellow
Pocahontas, Wild Treme and many others) would claim control of their neighbourhoods
through masking, parading, and fighting. These tools were hardly the panoply of formal,
representative democracy, and there was an exclusionary character to the tribes that the
fighting exhibited. Still, masking and parading were expressions of self-governance in
black neighbourhoods.

24 Over time, physical violence yielded to artistic rivalry.#* Lisa Katzman’s 2007 film,
Tootie s Last Suit, documents the competition that Allison “Tootie” Montana, former big
chief of the Yellow Pocahontas tribe, had with his son, Darryl, over who was the
“prettiest” Indian.#* Katzman conveys the seriousness of purpose involved in the Indians’
creations. Enormous amounts of skill, time and dedication go into making the complex
feather-and-bead costumes that are donned on Mardi Gras and St. Joseph’s night — a sort
of mi-caréme, or Mid-Lenten break.

25 During the fall and winter leading up to Mardi Gras, members of the tribes practise
their dancing and singing in African American sections of the city. Through these weekly
rehearsals, children are nurtured in musical and dance traditions. Michael Smith observes
that “certainly the most significant aspect of the Black Indian tradition are the tribal
organizations and friendships, which continue all year long, and the ‘practices’ on Sunday
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evenings [...] where the dancing, drumming, and communal traditions are continued.”43
For the tribes and their neighbourhoods, all this activity contributes to community, fosters
a distinctive public life for African Americans, and provides constructive responses to
crime and violence in the city. In Katzman’s documentary, Darryl Montana alludes to
troubles he used to have; it is clear that he has left them behind to embrace the life-
affirming traditions of African American masking.4* There is a clear recognition among
Black Indians of how involvement in the tribes’ parades directs people’s attentions to
constructive and culturally meaningful connections in New Orleans’s black
neighborhoods.

26 Some actually argue that “Mardigridian” parading constitutes a form of

“democracy without (or rather despite) government,”* insofar as it displays a self-
consciousness about using the streets in spectacular and inclusive ways to articulate
African American traditions. This political self-consciousness is about resistance,
resilience, shared energy, community spirit, and support for a participatory African
American public space. As Ned Sublette states, “The Indians embody resistance. You can

sum it up in four words: ‘We won’t bow down’.”4¢

27 Since Mardi Gras Indians tribes have always refused to ask for parade permits, they

have long been confronted to threats of arrest or police harassment. Police-Indian relations
reached a low point on March 19, 2005 when the NOPD raided a gathering of hundreds of
Indians at A. L. Davis Park in Central City on St. Joseph’s Night, ordering them to remove
their Indian suits or be arrested, as recounted in a 2005 Gambit article by Katy
Reckdahl.#’Indians, who take pride in policing themselves, sanctioning members who
engage in or advocate violence, were naturally outraged. The incident resulted in a City
Council hearing in June 2005 (two months before Katrina made landfall) that ended
abruptly when Allison “Tootie” Montana collapsed at the podium from a fatal heart attack
as he was discussing the police brutality that he had experienced during his fifty-two years
of participating in the tradition. In the wake of the hurricane, police intimidation
continued, with police officers regularly demonstrating antagonism toward gatherings of
Indians and disrupting ritualistic meetings of prominent Big Chiefs in 2009, 2010, and
2011.48

28 In 2011, however, a Sound Ordinance Task Force put together by Councilwoman

Kristin Gisleson Palmer proposed a revision to the edict limiting music on the streets that
a member of the mayor’s staff described as “more enforceable for police, and more
respectful to musicians.”*® Then, at a City Hall meeting of the City Council’s
Governmental Affairs Committee, chaired by Councilwoman Susan Guidry, police and
Indians sorted through issues that had long divided them. At the meeting, attended by
every NOPD district commander, Deputy Superintendent Kirk Bouyelas announced that
the New Orleans Police Department would no longer arrest Indians or use sirens and
lights to force them off the streets. Bouyelas said that the department would also require
most officers patrolling Indian parades to be on foot rather than inside squad cars and that
they would be taught at a district and academy level to have a “positive attitude” toward
the centuries-old tradition. When police suggested that Indian tribes should get permits to
parade the streets, Jerome Smith, founder of the Tambourine and Fan youth organization
which teaches children about New Orleans culture, including the Mardi Gras Indian
tradition, said ““You cannot police a bird. The streets belong to the people.” Susan Guidry
subsequently made it clear that that suggestion was no longer on the table. As a result of
these extensive negotiations, the St. Joseph’s Night parade in 2012 was the first in years

not to involve dust-ups between police and Mardi Gras Indians.>°

Figure 1
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S Jhe steeets belong to the people.

-

Posters bearing Jerome Smith’s quote were put up in Uptown New Orleans in anticipation of St.
Joseph’s Night 2012. Image courtesy of Anthony Turducken DelRosario.

29 Such a detente may of course be interpreted as yet another sign that Mardi Gras

Indian traditions are becoming more mainstream, sanitised, and domesticated as they find
new audiences.”® The odds of that happening seem low, however. Interest in the Indian
masks and suits may spread, but the culture itself cannot really be reproduced elsewhere,
for it is entirely in and of New Orleans. Its heart lies not in the public performances,
dramatic though they are, but in the traditions passed down in song and in the countless
hours spent alone in a room conjuring history with a needle, some thread and thousands of
sequins, feathers and beads.

3.3. The 2011 Krewe of Eris Parade

Our last case study veers away from the field of black performance traditions and deals
with a (mostly) white carnival group. Carnival krewes are often portrayed as bastions of
privilege, whiteness and masculinity.>®> While many organizations do conform to this
description, the world of Mardi Gras in New Orleans is far more complex than these
sources let on. Traditional organizations (be they “old-line krewes” such as Comus,
Proteus, Momus, and Rex, or “super-krewes” such as Bacchus, Endymion, and Orpheus)
have always been challenged by alternative parades with differing definitions of revelry
and conceptions of public space. In the 1910s, Zulu lampooned the wealthy “big shots”
who paraded around on Mardi Gras in expensive and extravagant costumes. Its members’
uniform (blackface and grass skirts) was meant to ridicule the demeaning portrayal of
their African American neighbours by poking fun at the minstrel stereotype. Zulu has
since been incorporated into the licensed festivities, to the point that it closes the official
parade schedule together with Rex. In 2000 the Krewe of Muses decided to challenge the
male-dominated carnival by organizing an all-female parade, complete with girlie throws
such as decorated shoes, lighted necklaces, purses. It is now one of the most popular
parades of the carnival season. An up-to-date list of alternative parades would include
such krewes as ‘Tit Rex (which parades with miniature floats to denounce the escalating
costs of Mardi Gras), Krewe Delusion (the Big Easy’s newest satirical parade, from which
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a dozen “innerkrewes” emanate), the science-fiction-themed Intergalatic Krewe of
Chewbacchus, as well as the Krewe of Eris.

31 Named after the Greek goddess of discord, Eris is a foot parade that both honours
and transgresses New Orleans parading traditions. Its founders, Ms. Lateacha and Lord
Willin, used to participate in New Orleans’s downtown-based, punk Krewe du Poux, until
they decided to experiment with another aesthetic in 2005. Their original aim was to “give
back” to the city where they wintered every year. “I wanted to contribute and give
something back to New Orleans instead of just taking and absorbing culture,” Latachea
explained in a 2011 interview.53 By choosing to incorporate a brass band (the Eris band),
original tunes (the triumphant “Eris Anthem,” written by a musician called JR who
teaches would-be band members to play in the weeks leading to the parade) and by
selecting a different theme every year (“Planet Eris” in 2007, “The Swarm” in 2008,
“Mutagenesis” in 2011, “Eris Dawns” in 2013), Latachea and Lord Willin paid homage to
indigenous festive traditions — what they call “the roots of Carnival” in New Orleans.>*
Eris, however, deliberately went against the grain by advocating an explicitly anti-
authoritarian perspective. Inspired by James Gill’s book about the history of Mardi Gras in
New Orleans, Lords of Misrule, its founders sought to bring something rowdier to the
contemporary parades. “Even the first year, it was just an open call for creative chaos,”
Lord Willin explains.?® While other carnival organizations are prohibitively expensive to
join in, or simply closed to new members, Eris is free, open, and the costumes and floats
are all designed and made by participants. Furthermore, although all krewes are required
by law to obtain a permit in order to march, Eris has consistently refused to even apply for
one, preferring instead to express its freedom by marching without permission.

32 Katrina was a turning point for the krewe, as it was for so many of New Orleans’s

)

residents. The krewe’s theme that year was “Noveaux Limbeaux,” a phrase meant to
“capture the mood of uncertainty that was pervading the city” after the levees broke.5°
The founders of Eris were not sure whether they should parade at all, but they did so to
send a message of hope as well as to reclaim public space. “I like[d] the idea of having a
beautiful parade,” says Victor Pizzaro, a 40-year-old member of the krewe who takes a
dim view of the post-Katrina influx of do-gooders from New England and the Pacific
Northwest. “And this was [also part of] a greater conversation about what’s happened with
New Orleans since the storm. [...] Ultimately, it’s about empowerment, it’s about getting
people to be able to create.””

33 The 2006 parade took two hundred brightly costumed artists and activists from
the 1892 site where Homer Plessy, a black shoemaker from the Tremé, had been removed
from a “whites only” car on an East Louisiana Railroad train, to Bywater (part of the city’s
Ninth Ward), with its shiny paraphernalia of gentrification (art galleries, cafés), in order to
protest attacks on free space, the abrupt inflation of rent in poor neighborhoods, and the
razing of hundreds of houses for a new upper-end hospital, all of which stemmed from “an
effort to [...] homogenize the city’s culture.”5®

34 In the years leading to 2011, the parade’s embrace of decentralization became
more patent. “[Originally, Latachea and I] put in a lot of long hours bottom-lining Eris.
[...] Then [...] we quit being in charge and Eris became a group decision-making
process.”? A side effect of that structurelessness was the emergence of discord within the
ranks. In 2010, following repeated conflict with the New Orleans Police Department,
members debated whether they should occupy Jackson Square or continue following their
usual route through the Marigny and French Quarter. Lateacha clearly favoured the second

option:

[Jackson Square] is a very controlled space. Last year the cops were arrayed
there waiting for us. New Orleans police hold grudges, and these days they
figure out ahead of time when we’re happening. We used to have the
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35

advantage that they were all at Bacchus, but now they’re ready. Even if we
‘liberated’ Jackson Square, it would only be for five minutes. That doesn’t
seem worth what it would cost. I think Eris reclaims enough space through
movement, and keeping moving is a big part of Eris. By focusing on taking a
single space, you sacrifice continuing feelings of liberation for a single
moment of liberation. There are times when that’s worth it, but as someone
who believes in the longevity of Eris, I don’t think this is one of them.®°

To some, it seemed as if the krewe was not quite living up to its revolutionary or
insurrectionary, inspirational beginnings. “So Eris is the goddess of chaos,” one krewe
member named Peter explained in 2012. “[TJo me it actually does mean a lot. You
summon that and you’re begging to overturn the social order. [...] You have to stand
behind what you say. If you’re saying, ‘I want to see chaos,” you know? Sometimes that’s

people doing things you don’t expect and that’s going to end up in a little bit of a battle.”®"

36 When Latachea expressed her desire to see the krewe be more active beyond just

the yearly parade and compared the possibility of an expanded Eris to the way traditional
social aid and pleasure clubs operate, helping build community spirit and sponsoring
regular social or fundraising events, people like Peter decided to bring in more anarchistic-
minded friends to the parade, which led to renewed conflict with the NOPD.

37 On the night of March 6th, 2011 (known as “Sunday Gras”), the parade was re-

routed, avoiding Decatur Street in the French Quarter and Jackson Square. The year’s
theme, ‘“Mutagenesis,” was meant as a satire of corporate contamination and state
collusion as illustrated by the BP oil spill. The krewe’s open-ended call for a “creative
response” was answered by a joyous group of about 250 Erisians dressed as the fish,
shorebirds, and other Gulf creatures whose ecosystems had been disturbed by the April
2010 environmental disaster (much like Katrina had disrupted theirs in 2005). The 2011
parade, however, also attracted participants who wished to not just dance wildly in the
streets but to leap on top of cars, throw residential dustbins about, and paint phalluses on
random objects. As the spectacle neared its end, Eris was met by members of the New
Orleans Police Department’s Fifth District. A skirmish ensued. As often in these
circumstances, reports go from pure, unprovoked police brutality, to reckless vandalism
from krewe members. It does seem, however, that revellers were tased, batoned, and
pepper-sprayed, that brass instruments were crushed, and that phones and cameras
documenting the raid were destroyed. In the end, twelve arrests were made.®® A few days
later, on Ash Wednesday, the NOPD shut down the ARC, a warehouse space that had for
years been home to Plan B Community Bicycle Shop and the Iron Rail Library and
Bookstore, for lack of permit. As it happens, the founder of Plan B was also a member of
the Krewe of Eris. Clearly, this raid was more than mere revenge on the police’s part. It
was a way of making sure that the city’s definition of public and private space would

prevail over that of its more nonconformist residents.

38 Since the ill-fated 2011 parade, Eris has become even more clandestine, refusing

interviews and corresponding with its members via text messages only. In 2012, it
gathered at a secret address for 127 minutes before parading without a permit through the
city’s Ninth Ward while the city-sanctioned Mardi Gras went about raging uptown.®3 The
parade was shut down quickly, and the future of the krewe is now uncertain, with some of
its members advocating a return to leadership, the limitation of its ranks to a more
carefully defined body, and the initiation of a courteous dialogue with the city of New
Orleans on issues of reconstruction and gentrification,® and others recommending a
continuation of the anarchic approach revolving around the illegal occupation of the city
streets.® “My fear is that if there is a permit, the police will be with us the whole time and
I personally don’t like being around police,” one krewe member explained in 2012. “I
don’t like being around cops. I want to have a certain level of freedom. I’'m not looking to
fuck up someone’s car or break someone’s window, but I am looking to have that
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experience, that existential experience of freedom that the police rob you of with their

immediate presence.”®®

39 To people like Peter, Eris is a political gesture meant to foreground an alternative to

the prevailing vertical model, or “the pyramid,” which they argue curbs creativity and pits
people against each other. They suggest that “anything from a farm to a factory to a parade
to a movement” could be organized according to a “horizontal model” and that the results
would be much better for the city of New Orleans and the world at large.®”

Conclusion: Democracy in the
Crescent City’s Streets

The parades discussed in this paper have been central to the post-disaster recovery of
the city, not only because of their ability to stimulate economic activity or to appeal to
tourist interests, but because of the meaning they have for participants. Partakers in these
rituals have created “mytho-poetic spaces rich with reinvented symbols of the past”®® that
have allowed them to negotiate their identities in the face of adversity. While outsiders
may be struck by the resilience of the city and its culture, insiders emphasize the enduring
power of ritualised collective effervescence. The perpetual calendar of parades®® provides
a stable reality within a complex, fragmented, and unpredictable world. Individual
identities associated with such a culture extend into everyday life and sustain the meaning
of the experience.

Writing about Johannesburg, Abdou Maliq Simone suggests that one way to think
about an urban area after “the policies and economies that once moored it to the
surrounding city have mostly worn away” is to consider people as “an infrastructure — a
platform providing for and reproducing life in the city.””° It is the residents of the city
who find ways to reconnect, to build new ways of interacting with meaningful places in
their lives — even if they have been dramatically transformed. These meaning-filled
experiences help to explain how the impetus to parade can, even momentarily, upstage the
work of rebuilding a city.

42 What these three case studies also make clear, however, is that parading in post-

Katrina New Orleans cannot be reduced to a festive, communal practice. Debates and
commentary about parading fees and parade safety provide a window onto disputes and
conflicts involving the right to residency in the city, the ownership of its culture, and the
use of public space.

43 Like other scholars before us, we see parades as “mobile public spheres,””

constituted in real time, but also as events that open up a broader, ongoing space for

reflection on key issues pertaining to the future of urban areas. In that sense, parades are

9972

“battleficlds of contention,””* displays of power through which parade participants make

claims on contested spaces.

44 Parades do not intrinsically create “deep” or full emancipatory democracy because

they are often disconnected from major centres of power. Instead of discursive forms
found at marches with an explicitly political program (signs, banners, and speeches),
parade participants in New Orleans “speak” through practices linked to black and white
performance traditions. Second lines, Mardi Gras Indian processions, and carnival parades
do not explicitly or directly speak to changing specific public policies, and so they are not
part of formal governmental policy determination.”

45 Still, under conditions of substantial inequality and government disregard of the

disempowered, parading is a public activity that recognizes lack of access to formal

political power and improves the quality of life. In other words, parades constitute a form
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of “democracy despite government.” They allow the disempowered and disenfranchised to
claim a public place and to give voice to their cultural and political beliefs. Anarchist
Mardi Gras parades like those organized by the Krewe of Eris function at least in part as
populist reclamations of space rooted in New Orleanian cultural practices. Second lines
and Mardi Gras Indian parades also provide opportunities for an egalitarian, open, and
participatory discourse. They memorialize past events and foster hope for the future. Their
brand of politics may not be immediately operational, but it can overtly speak to local,
state, or federal government oppression.

46 Parades, therefore, challenge the character of public space and the terms of political
discourse. They reject the privatisation and instrumentalisation of public space and call for
its communal and expressive use. They seek to expand political discourse beyond formal
rational dialogue aiming at consensus and to extend that discourse into civil society. They
open spaces for alternative modes of expression, reminding us that “because civil society
is heterogeneous, so too should be what counts as politically relevant dialogue or
expression.”74

47 In the future, our research will look at how New Orleans’ local parading culture
has influenced and benefited from the rise of global democratic performance. Political
scientists, social movement theorists and cultural geographers have made us aware of
forms of micro-political resistance that have challenged the corporatisation and
securitisation of the city. An increasing tactical feature of such resistance has been the
deployment of leisure practices to challenge the dominant norms and ideologies governing
the use of urban space.””By comparing the festive reclaiming of the city with other forms
of urban mobilization such as the 2011-2013 Occupy NOLA actions and the 2009 Reclaim
the Streets “protestival” (protest + carnival) that marked the 10th anniversary of the WTO
protests in Seattle and ended in six arrests by New Orleans police, we intend to show that
the boundary between established festive organizations and newer grassroots urban social
movements is slowly eroding in New Orleans (to wit the birth of the anarchist Guise of
Fawkes Krewe in 2014) and that such erosion points to a more global merging of the
carnivalesque with the political in urban settings. In the wake of Katrina New Orleans’s
civic life may be transitioning from practices anchored in “genealogies of performance””®

derived from Europe, Africa, and the Caribbean to new forms of public intervention

derived from an international, globalized culture of urban protest.
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