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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

Terroir of Violence and the American Dream in the Capital of the Southern Black Belt 

by 

James Bernard Pratt, Jr. 

Doctor of Philosophy in Criminology, Law and Society 

University of California, Irvine, 2021 

Professor Mona Lynch, Co-Chair 

Professor Geoff Ward, Co-Chair 

 

The purpose was of this project was to interrogate the concept of violence in relation to desire and 

race historically and contemporarily in Albany, Ga. It relied on a phenomenological lens with an 

ontological analysis across four key historical and critical scenes. Theoretically, the project relied 

on Institutional Anomie Theory (IAT) and opportunity structures to capture how culture and 

structure in institutions reproduce and are oriented towards violence. This is paired with the more 

critical and radical work including, Du Bois’ double consciousness, Fanon’s psychoanalysis, 

Soifer’s framing of state failure, and Wynter’s exploration of embodiment that together help 

capture the “bottom” of desire beyond what is conceptualized as an American Dream used in IAT. 

Given this, I contribute the concept of terroir of violence to frame and work through localized 

originary points of violence illustrating conditions that may inform a (re)taxonomization and 

reckoning with violence. The archive, biographical narratives, oral histories, and in-depth 

interviews collectively extend the theoretical conversation serve as data. First, I consider the 

significance of the life and narrative of Nelson Tift, the city’s founder, paired with a reading of Du 

Bois’ Souls of Black Folks where he relies on an ethnography of Albany helping to illustrate the 

aftereffects of Tift. Next, I examine the oral histories and work on the Albany Movement, 

considered by some a failure, as a culminating point of the confrontation and conflict of the 

established web upon a developing terroir. I conclude by bringing the previous sections forward 

as context and use interviews of institutional leaders, particularly in education and the juridical to 

now contend with some of the contemporary reckoning and response to an established terroir 

thereby illuminating the web of race, desire, and violence. Discussed are implications of this work 

including a need for reckoning with legacies of violence and develop stronger theories thereof. 

 

 

 

 



 

1 
 

 
Terroir of Violence in the Capital of the Southern Black Belt: On Blackness and the 

American Dream in Albany, Ga. 

 

Where is Violence? 

I’ve been looking for you —Patrice Rushen, 1979 

It is a peculiar sensation, this double consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self 

through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on with 

amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his two-ness—an American, a Negro; two souls, two 

thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged 

strength alone keeps from being torn asunder.—W. E. B. Du Bois 

 

I ask “where is violence” as violence is common enough and of common sense, and yet, 

there is a difficulty that lies in describing in some complete way what violence is given its many 

transfiguring faces with effects that ripple nearly beyond a recognition of the/a generative act 

(Bufacchi & Gilson, 2016; Staudigl, 2014). Therefore, the best I can do is to speak to you as I am 

living and have lived violence while recognizing that others too have. In this way, this project, in 

form and interests, is phenomenological and will be focused on lived experiences related to the 

phenomena of interest (Gilgun, 2008). My goal is to get to or approach grounded meanings of 

violence, race, and desire—specifically desire for the mytho-material “American Dream”—as 

they are all tied together (Messner & Rosenfeld, 2012).  

To set the scene: I hope to get to violence and to “fan the funk” and “feel the funk” of 

violence—phrases my mother would use almost interchangeably to describe my teenage 

violently smelly self after a day out in the violent southwest Georgia heat as we were jamming to 

“Haven’t your heard” by Patrice Rushen where she utters a desire that exclaims twice, “I’ve been 

looking for you” with the haunting, “haven’t you heard” reinforcing the urgency of her desire. 

Rushen’s song is significant here since my interest is to illuminate specifically how historically 

and culturally steeped norms related to race, desire, and violence permeate institutions; Rushen’s 
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song would later be morphed into a gospel hit by the genre bending Kirk Franklin illustrating 

contemporary permeations of the religious in the secular and back again. A lyrical analysis of the 

two songs could be its own dissertation and would illustrate how even the shift in the lyrics and 

the focal subject of each song exposes how black music too expresses a Du Boisian double 

consciousness; and it could attend to a central goal of this project, getting to underside and 

meaning of desire and aspects subjects move away from or are averse to when moving toward 

society’s prevailing goal of desire in market society often conceptualized as the American 

Dream.  

This framework and phenomenon that is the American Dream has theoretical importance 

to the study of violence, particularly when thinking about race demonstrated in Messner and 

Rosenfield’s Institutional Anomie Theory that attends to how institutions function to (re)produce 

violence. They describe a process of domination by economic institutions through their cultural 

logics and structural formation that infect and weaken other social institutions giving way to the 

use of violence as an acceptable and/or necessary tool of social control and social relational 

maintenance (M. B. Chamlin & Cochran, 2007; S. F. Messner & Rosenfeld, 2012). Their 

argument is poetic capturing the intangible cultural impetus, the soul of the body of society. It 

describes a sort of movement that too requires a poetic approach, one that gets more deeply into 

our lived experiences and therefore necessitates an engagement with them.  

Therefore, I want to see versions of the “funk” of violence and how we groove and move 

to it—how does it impact all those around, stinking up a room…how does it make bodies want to 

move that unable can stand still? Is it like heat? What/where/how is violence? For this project in 

particular, I want to know how institutions function as vehicles for transporting it, shaping it, and 

deploying it, often in ways underrealized or unaddressed given the normativity of violence and 
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the existence of institutions on violent territories or more seriously, terroirs of violence that are 

made up in part of what Ward offers, micro-climates of racial meaning (G. K. Ward, 2016) that 

with other factors shaped what violence has become and continues to be. 

I ask “where is violence” as violence is common enough and of common sense, and yet, 

there is a difficulty that lies in describing in some complete way what violence is given its many 

transfiguring faces with effects that ripple nearly beyond a recognition of the/a generative act 

(Bufacchi & Gilson, 2016; Staudigl, 2014). Therefore, the best I can do is to speak to you as I am 

living and have lived violence while recognizing that others too have. In this way, this project, in 

form and interests, is phenomenological and will be focused on lived experiences related to the 

phenomena of interest (Gilgun, 2008). My goal is to get to or approach grounded meanings of 

violence, race, and desire—specifically desire for the mytho-material “American Dream”—as 

they are all tied together (Messner & Rosenfeld, 2012).  

Here, now my own desire in this introduction (and this project) is to only stop for a 

moment, in media res, facing you and the task and to let you know where I hope to go, have 

gone, and wish for us to go together…hoping…that you will trust me along the way.  

Violence In Medias Res: Double Consciousness, Phenomenology, and the Ontological Turn 

Narratively, in medias res is a concept that locates the beginning of a story in the middle 

of the plot already begun. Here, I look for violence in the middle of the plot of violence in action.  

I begin—in the middle of things—possessing a black body living with a tension that Du 

Bois frames as shown above as double conscious. This concept is one that describes an 

interruption in and at the same time, a constitutive component of, the plot of an American 

striving, a colonial project, toward a modern state in a post-bellum United States. His project is a 

recognition of material and, along with Fanon, psychological and Wynter, ontological, artifacts 
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of chattel slavery. My project, then, is to contribute to this story and contend with the 

foundations of this ground, capturing a certain terroir of violence. Like winemaking from which 

the French term terroir comes, this project seeks to contend with violence as a product of a time 

in a geographic location with ecological conditions and culture embedded in institution that have 

fermented and transfigured violence and informing its nature and embodiment in individual 

subjects.  

I am interested in a terroir of violence in Albany, Ga., particularly given Du Bois’ partial 

reliance on Albany, he described as the Capital of the Southern Black Belt, for the development 

of his Souls of Black Folks (1903) where the concept of double consciousness is centered and 

elaborated upon. This project is one that contends with the development and state of these dark 

bodies possessed with a violent and antagonistic twoness. Du Bois’ concept helps frame this 

project given that his concept, as elaborated upon in the opening quote, does several things:  

1) confronts the existential question of what it means to be a negro/black,  

2) points to the answer as an interruption of two trajectories oriented toward desires,  

3) identifies that this being as interruption persists in a dark body that itself exists within 

an overdetermined world.  

This world is described, as shown throughout Souls, as one that reproduces and relies on 

impoverished material conditions that calls forth “amused contempt and pity” while also 

compelling a conflictual Americanized desire, one that I hope to illustrate in the project that is 

tied up with blackness and violence. 

With this framing, to better see violence (and hopefully expose it further) I rely on a 

necessary phenomenological approach, both in philosophical orientation and methodology. A 

phenomenology of violence in turn, particularly given the web it exists in along with desire and 
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race, requires the ontological turn. The initial, phenomenological approach, as I understand and 

deploy it here, engages with the thing—here, violence—as independent and suspended, working 

as a tool for the human; the second, ontology, radicalizes this dialectical relationship—

human/subject and tool (violence)—and binds them given violence’s ability to rupture the 

possibilities of being in the world (Staudigl, 2014) with “being” being core to ontological 

examinations. The latter perspective helps to see and expose worlds structured in part by race, 

particularly in an American context, and allows for a deeper engagement with subjects born in 

and of violence more adequately. This philosophical orientation helps to expose (and potentially 

rupture) the liminal aspects of theory and their concepts by realizing they are missing something 

not simply at the level of testing, but at their very core. Through this phenomenological approach 

and ontological turn, I hope to expose what could undergird new worlds of concepts with 

differential utility by going under the concept of violence as impact on the physical body in 

spectacular ways, but to in part attend to the implications of a certain violence tied to 

racialization and localized desire. 

My principal argument is that by reengaging race on the ground and underground, 

specifically working through blackness and being, we can (re)see violence and the anomic 

cultural effect/affects of the desire for an American Dream as a dominant cultural ethos that 

permeates institutions. The goal of this project further is to consider how to reckon with violence 

given the artifacts of a ground, climate, ecology informed by violence. I ask in part, “what 

persists in/through the wake(s)?” 

As is with the tradition of phenomenological and ontological writers including, Fanon, 

Wynter, Spillers, Du Bois, Moten, Hartman, Merleau-Ponty, and others, I want to get to violence 

partly relying on poetics as in conjunction with narrative. Together, they help illuminate the 
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material and the not so material conditions and the hardly describable in-between, a state of 

being a problem in a for the world that Du Bois discusses in his double consciousness I engage 

with throughout. This tradition, particularly with Du Bois himself engaging in positivist 

paradigms as well as the tools of ontology, help to illuminate facets that impact the body and the 

world in which the body resides; they function like something viscous, neither solid nor liquid, 

neither static nor dynamic, but maybe “sticky” (for discussion see Lewis Gordon’s “Sartre and 

Fanon on Embodied Faith” in Sartre on the Body, 2010, pp. 183–199). Poetics here will reside in 

form and style as it will in the interpretation of the data presented in this project to describe the 

indescribable.  In this vein, the project is informed by the work that attends to blackness and 

ontology and extend and develop the psychoanalytic and anti-colonial work of Fanon with many 

theorists that follow in this tradition, particularly Moten in “This Case of Blackness,” that too 

relies on poetics to tap into experiences of states of being that demand it (Fred Moten, 2009).  

Locating and Outlining Violence: Dissertation Outline 

Following this introduction section, in Chapter 1 discuss how I plan to “get there”. 

“Getting There,” provides detail on the frameworks utilized and the goals and form of this 

project. This dissertation is then divided into three additional substantive chapters, each 

functioning as scenes, along with a concluding chapter. First, in keeping with the theme of a 

journey towards understanding violence, I opened this project with “Arriving Here”. This 

opening provides background on the general research design and sets this project in a particular 

writing and analytical tradition. 

Chapter 2, “Origins and Orientation” delves into and confronts Institutional Anomie 

Theory (IAT), central to this project, and probes its central component, American Dream using 

an abbreviated biographic sketch of Albany, Ga’s founder, Nelson Tift and secondary critical 
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readings of texts that chronicle key moments of his life. I claim that Tift orients—yes, 

contemporarily—a culture of violence and meaning making in the city and region, establishing a 

terroir of violence. I end by describing how Tift’s living and mark gave way in part to Du Bois’ 

double consciousness as exposed in his Souls of Black Folks where he relied in part on 

Albany/Dougherty County at the turn of the 20th century to make his claims. This juxtaposition 

functions to trace a legacy and culture that I argue is remnant of a Southern Culture of Honor and 

Violence and complicates the American Dream as used in IAT.   

Chapter 3 “Conflict” builds on the second. It serves to distinctly recount and analyze a 

scene of conflict on the stage of the civil rights movement and the contested ground of the 

Capital of the Southern Black Belt. I consider here the trajectory of violence executed through 

state power and selective state failure/success, and an entrenched violent culture from Tift’s 

origins. Central here will be a local civil rights era movement, Albany Movement. I claim here 

that during the movement violent orientations were reinforced, though the technologies of 

violence shifted to suit the moment. I argue and show how the Albany Movement is a critical 

point in Albany whereby normative structures and culture were pressed against given claims 

associated with race and being that extend from the ontologizing of violence in Tift’s era. Using 

commentary from oral histories of key leaders in and during the movement, this chapter 

illustrates this confrontation of localized state power helped both illuminate (and obscure) 

questions of blackness and being, particularly given claims of failure of the movement itself. 

Here, I also begin focusing more directly on individual institutions that persist on and inform this 

terroir.  

With the historical ground tilled, Chapter 3 “Warped and Obliterated Possibilities of 

Being and (American) Dreaming” works to unpack the way the established milieu, as culture 
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scholars, Swidler  as well Sampson and Bean suggest, is not simply one that is static, but one that 

is dynamic and is meaning making, but as I argue, extend from a fertile ground. In essence, this 

chapter gets to how those who experience the legacy established in the previous two chapters 

along with the peaking of violence in the city impacts anchor institutions (Franklin, 2007), 

specifically, educational, legal/political, and religious ones.  I examine the fruit of the terroir 

with a focus on institutional leaders that share experiences that bridge the Civil Right era with 

the Murder Capital Era to the present and others that capture the Murder Capital Era to present. 

In the second part of this chapter, I rely on this initial frame to partly taxonomize violence now 

contextualized by the previous two chapters. Here, the interest was to expose and explore how 

these institutions attempt to reckon with normative messiness of violence while also 

reestablishing and developing other forms of violence at the same time. I conclude by discussing 

the implications of this work and the implications for reckoning in a terroir of violence 

cultivated across time given an American Dream which undergirds it. 
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Chapter 1: Getting There 

I represent Albany gorillas, rock choppers an' drug niggas 

We bust shots an' slugs on hot blocks for thug niggas 

I'm done talkin', I come walkin', short stalkin' 

If it's beef, I shine in the dark an' I keep my gun sparkin' 

 

We filthy boy, we nasty boy, we dirty 

You beef with me, you be deceased, you heard me? 

Cottin' pickers, and rottin' niggas, we takin' over 

We field boys, we soldiers, representin' Georgia 

Da’ Durty”  

 

It's Da' Durty, Da' Durty, dirty 

Da' Durty, boy, it's real in the field 

It's Da' Durty, Da' Durty, dirty 

The filthy, nasty, dirty South 

—Da Duty” by Field Mob, 2000 

 

Weeds do not more naturally spring out of a manure pile than crime out of enforced destitution. 

—Frederick Douglass, 1883 

 

I want to go’n get there… I’m feeling a sense of urgency because I sense violence 

everywhere and I see people call it senseless, though I know it makes sense. But worse, I see the 

results of that violence, vulnerabilities leaving folks nearly defenseless against more violence. 

I’ve seen folks with life chances diminished, folks who have resided in the southern black belt 

region1, a region with a significant portion of black folks who have historically had some of 

lowest life chances in the United States (Belt et al., 2016; Falk & Rankin, 1992; Womack, 2013), 

 
1 The southern black belt is a multi-state region, from Maryland and Virginia through Texas 

defined as a set of counties where the population is at least 33% black by some accounts and 40% in 
others and where the economy has historically relied on agriculture (Falk & Rankin, 1992). This region is 
unified by its high levels of crime, poverty, and low quality of health considered to have a distinct 
“socioeconomic, political, and cultural milieu” (Falk & Rankin, 1992, p. 300). In this region, blacks have 
faced greater disenfranchisement and little political power (Kirby, 1987; Watson, Straka, & Bullard, 
1987), worse earning prospects with studies showing that “living in the Black Belt [has] a statistically 
significant depressing effect on black householders earnings” (Falk & Rankin, 1992, p. 310), and is 
considered a “lagging region” when compared to the position of blacks in other areas of the country 
with the distance between their social economic status is growing (Duncan & Agnew, 1989; Falk & 
Rankin, 1992). 
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even in the Old South, an even larger region historically plagued by suffering and violence. At 

the heart of this region is my case, Albany, Ga., “founded” in 1836 by Nelson Tift. This is an area 

with folks who have become, like Field Mob, Albany’s most successful rap group mentioned as, 

“filthy,” “dirty,” “rottin’,” and ready to fight to claim where they represent despite the past. There 

is a type of duality evident in their lyrics and lived through the lives of folks like Field Mob—the 

recognition of a history of forced slave labor and removal from a home and the subsequent 

desiring for a reclamation of this newly forced home—not living as a settler or colonizer, but 

something else. In Field Mob, there lies a “second sight,” which highlights a historically 

grounded aspirational sort of desire.  

This “second sight” articulated by W. E. B. Du Bois in his Souls of Black Folks is 

resultant of a two-ness established because of slavery, or more accurately a slave master 

dialectic, and more radically, a dialectic that places blackness as the antithesis of the human (F. 

Moten, 2013). Du Bois’ paradigm, a socio-psychological one further expanded on by Fanon and 

his psychanalysis, provides that black folks are both American and African, possessing two 

aspirational and warring identities, with two desires (1903). The weight of living with this 

twoness that gets reinforced structurally can be read as violence when it restricts one’s ability to 

rely on institutions for basic needs, material needs that allow the body to act on the world (S. 

Messner, 1988). Violence, as fundamental but irreducible phenomenon, is that which destroys an 

ability to be and make sense (Staudigl, 2014). 

I am interested in this second sight and how it, like other aspects of culture, may 

permeate institutions shifting how (and why) they operate, exist, and persist in the world.  

This project is designed to see violence with this second sight in mind and as second 

sight-in-mind. I am in and of this scholarly and pollical project.  
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In beginning to explore violence, it is important to be grounded, at least in initial 

approach, with some assumptions for exploring violence that shape my orientation to its 

exploration. The two I begin with are that violence is: 1. historically grounded and 2. connected 

to desire and being. 

Therefore, for now, when I talk of violence, I am thinking of the irreducible phenomenon 

that destroys a subject’s power to make sense, that:  

“…does not only (though always) have a destructive character. Rather, it always also 

fulfills a poetic or socio-technological function, whose subjective capacities for meaning-

bestowal as well as subjectifying powers of social formation should not be overlooked” 

(Staudigl, 2014, p. 5) 

I consider violence as an “inter-phenomenon” reliant upon “the lived confrontation of our 

subjective intentions, our inter-corporeal existence and the trans-subjective claims of objective 

orders” (Staudigl, 2014, p. 14). I want to be considerate of the nexus of how I/we experience/deal 

with/be with violence and how our bodies exist together and experience together violence. I want 

to see what emerges within and beyond institutional boundaries and norms shaping the nature of 

those institutions and the cycle of violence and its maintenance. I am looking for violence where 

we know it exists and where it also can benefit from additional study.  

Violence is hard to pin down, but we can know it operates in relation to “our embodied 

existence” ones that persist within institutions that too have embodied existences. With this, I 

assume that the body “functions as the ultimate point of reference of all violence” (Staudigl, 

2014, p. 18) which helps place at least a significant part of the institutions, their power, 

orientations, rules, and practices back into a human body—in the institutional case, leaders.  But, 
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to approach violence more and the vessels that shape it, there is a particular orientation 

necessary—IAT along with other theoretical perspectives provide this scaffolding.  

Critical, Orienting, and Constricting Questions 

In American society, there is a particular articulation of desire, the American Dream (S. F. 

Messner & Rosenfeld, 2012), that with it carries a distinct of history violence rooted in and 

weaved into politics of race (Anderson, 2000; Kelley, 2002; Wilderson & Hartman, 2017). The 

attachment and pervasiveness of this concept across time and space both within American and a 

much broader global society make it one that deserves critical attention like that of Du Bois’ 

question of the color line, which I join in arguing that it is weaved into this America Dream. In 

this project, I take seriously the theoretical tethering of violence and desire; therefore, this project 

is designed to uncover meaning from the perspective of institutions negotiating the American 

Dream by asking, what meanings do institutions hold about violence as an instrument for desired 

ends, particularly the American Dream and how have we gotten there? These questions are 

phenomenological in that they recognize violence as in part independent and wielded by agents, 

in this case, institutions and their leaders.  

What, then, does this assume of those folks who desire and receive violence? The 

tethering of violence to desire for the American Dream, framed theoretically as a codependent, 

teleological relationship, points to bodies that have mediated and do mediate both. This 

mediation happens to, with, and on and even within the subjugated body. This subjugation is 

subsumed within an ecology that reproduces not only meanings of desire and violence, but 

through this reproduction, also implies subjects who get to be desirous, but also, central in this 

project, beings that could and in many instances in the interests of surveil, ought not. The 



 

13 
 

ecology that the violence and desire relationship persists in is anomic (Messner & Rosenfeld, 

2012; Zhao & Cao, 2010) and describes a world in flux that remakes itself and its subjects.  

This framing above requires ontology. Specifically, we must deal with what anomie 

implies for being and reciprocally, what the possibility of beingness implies for anomie and 

further, violence and desire since both deal with the potential to and degree to which one exists. 

Therefore, to get to this potential to be, an ontological consideration, I ask, what are the ways 

institutions define and rationalize the vulnerabilities of individuals that permit violence while 

rationalizing their desires, particularly when it comes to racialized American society? This is a 

loaded and burdensome question that accepts that there are social facts—products of a various 

schema of being—that are acknowledged and dealt with as part and parcel of institutions.  

I set out to answer these broad questions in part by narrowing my scope. So, I am also 

guided by these additional questions useful for understanding violence:     

1. What are interpretations of violence and desire in relation to considering race? In 

addition, how institutions, through their leaders, function to correct, adapt to, provide 

alternatives to, and justify interpretations of this web of desire, violence, and race. And 

how and when have they corrected, adapted, provided alternatives, and justified these 

interpretations? 

 

2. What are ways institutions restrict access to participation in institutions by individuals 

given interpretations of violence and the potential for desire? And where may we find 

other violences that through a theoretical reorientation toward the web of violence with 

desire and blackness?  

These questions force us to consider roots of institutions, again by focusing on the climate and 

the metaphorical ground from which these institutions bloom, and how institutions lay their 

territory and set boundaries—permeable or not, opaque or transparent—when it comes to race, 

violence, and desire. In the following section I discuss how I move forward with this type of 

analysis and also present my case, which narrows the scope of study by providing a particular 

shared historical context in which institutions are examined.   
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The Case of Albany, Georgia 

The issue of violent crime in the South broadly and in Albany, GA specifically, is not a 

new one. Historically, the South has been the most violent region in America and has remained 

as such today (Cash, 1941; Lee & Ousey, 2010; Nisbett & Cohen, 1996; Wyatt-Brown, 1982; 

Federal Bureau of Investigation [FBI], 2014). Seemingly exemplifying the South’s historically 

high rates of violent crime, in 1988, the Albany Metro Area was deemed "The Murder Capital of 

America" given its 24.1 per 100,000 people murder rate with 21 actual murders in 1989 

(“Murders Down Somewhat in ‘Murder Capital,’” 1990). In 2016, for the first time in over a 

decade, Albany’s homicide rate returned to above 20 per 100,000 and at this point in 2017, given 

the current 21 actual recorded homicides, the trend of a high homicide rate continues2. 

In this project, I describe my case more as we go. I want you to walk with me through a 

descriptive journey, suspending normative questions of population size and conceptions of how 

we define cases with demographics and other data. Yet, in the interest of attending to a certain 

need to recognize certain structure relevant to my exploration of violence, it is important to start 

in the middle, what provokes the use of this case.  

I was born in Albany, Ga. in 1990, just two years after the city was deemed the “Murder 

Capital of America”. Growing up there were always conversations of a sort of backwardness that 

distinguished Albany from a more rural and whiter Georgia and the more urban hubs of Atlanta, 

Columbus, August, Macon, and Savannah. This backwardness of Albany was noted through its 

delayed reception to music and the arts, its zealous commitment to religious and traditional 

practices, and more. My own awareness of Albany, as a product of it, as someone who 

participated in individual acts of physical violence—simply, I fought in school—and as someone 

 
2 Albany Crime data from Albany Police Department https://www.albanyga.gov/crime-statistics  

https://www.albanyga.gov/crime-statistics
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steeped in the culture of the region, there is a unique view of this case I have. A vantage that 

some claim as a hinderance and cause for question of the research process and for other, is 

recognized as a useful for a deeper understanding of a broader lived experience of the subject(s). 

I dare not provide a definitive answer to this debate, but I have earlier described phenomenology 

as a tool of exploration conditioned here by my own lived experiences and useful for identifying 

violence. Instead, I offer that my intention is to illuminate in good faith, as mentioned, 

conceptions of violence. 

This particular case is useful as it also adds to a particular lacuna of medium sized cities 

between 50k and 100k. While some places like Irvine, California and the broader southern 

California region and other smaller towns get exposure, often we find missing a southern view. 

Yet, to echo Andre 3000 of Outkast, when we do hear what “the South has to say,” the 

experience of southern cities is often focused either on the urbanized city with a southern identity 

and swag—Atlanta, Charlotte—or smaller rural places like Natchez, MS with unique histories. 

Albany sits neatly between (Jeffries, 2009; M. Lee, Maume, & Ousey, 2003; Nisbett, 1993; 

Porter, 2011).  

Albany is an extreme case. The crime rate is comparatively higher than the state. At the 

inception of this study in 2018, Albany was deemed the most dangerous city in Georgia given its 

violent crime rate of 667.9 per 100,000 inhabitants with a state violent crime rate of 378.3 per 

100,000 inhabitants Albany’s unemployment rate was 7.9%, a poverty rate double that of the 

national average, and a population in which only 19% of residents had college degrees (Pirani, 

2018). The conditions of Albany are emblematic of the broader black belt region (Womack, 

2013). In October 2017, the year-to-date crime statistics from Albany’s police department 

showed a spike in murders with 21 homicides which represented an almost 62% increase in 
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murder when compared to the same time period for the previous year (2016), and an 

approximately 163% increase in murder when compared to the same time period for October 

2015. 33.8% of people who live in Albany (GA) live in poverty (Albany, 2018; Nwaokoro, 

Marshall, & Mittal, 2013). Even with the rates lower in previous year, Albany has remained on 

the top of the heap. Of the number of people who live in Albany and are employed, the average 

annual income is $17,391. This sets the scene for the rest of the project that spans over 150 years 

of Albany.   

Methodology 

My inquiry and discovery are guided by phenomenology. As Fanon deploys it in studying 

race, phenomenology comes with it the knowledge that, “There is a point at which methods 

devour themselves” (Fanon & Markmann, 1962, p. 14) thereby suggesting, phenomenology 

doesn’t fit neatly into a distinct methodological or disciplinary orientation (Gordon, 2007). Here, 

Fanon recognizes there is a necessity to attempt the impossible task of stripping oneself from any 

orientation, performing Husserl’s epoche (Nollet, 2009), which Paget Henry highlights as 

“decentering” in defining Africana phenomenology being:  

“…the discursive practice through which self-reflective descriptions of the constituting 

activities of consciousness are produced after the “natural attitude” of everyday life has 

been bracketed by some ego-displacing technique.” (Henry, 2006, p. 1). 

 

Here, by placing the inquiring of blackness into the context of American state formation, I 

attempt to contend with the historicity of blackness thereby suspending (but mindful of) my own 

lived conception of blackness as one that is itself a part of plurality of blackness that still has a 

certain collective socio-genesis. In this study, epoche is performed through a refusing to assent to 

a specific discipline with a monopoly on the approach to truth while also recognizing the 

influences of these methods.  
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For example, Fanon returns to and relies on several traditions: psychoanalytic—Jung, 

Freud—philosophical—Hegel, Husserl, Sartre—and, most relevant for the interests of this 

project, Dubois—sociological, poetic, and philosophical (Taylor, 2011). I follow Fanon and Du 

Bois, in addition to Henry, Wynter, Hartman, Moten, and others who contend with the 

phenomenology of race where desire and colonial violence lie near its core while breaking down 

normative assumptions and charting innovative theoretical and empirical paths of discovery. I 

complement this body of work with additional work on the phenomenology of violence, 

including Staudigl (2007) and Schinkel who, like Fanon and others, integrate discourses on 

colonialsm and associated violence(s) into their work (2013).    

In similar form, as Fanon was a psychologist who emphasized the body and bodily 

recognition—corporality—as important for his theory, as a criminologist, or maybe more 

accurately, a social ecologist—a tradition informed by anthropology, sociology, psychology, and 

fundamentally philosophy—I am interested in meso-level processes that are seen through the 

relationships between institutional systems of meaning and the individuals that operate within 

and along with them. Theoretically, among more mainstream theories, I am interested in Messner 

and Rosenfeld’s powerful and influential Institutional Anomie Theory (IAT). Their theory is well 

tested and supported and attempts to come to terms with the notion that violence and desire are 

wedded in particular given the centrality of American-ness in its formulation (Applin & Messner, 

2015b; Mitchell B. Chamlin & Cochran, 2007; Muftić, 2006).   

On Reflexivity, the Nod, and Citational Practice  

Being reflexive—thinking and moving as such—is important in the conceptualization, 

analysis, and writing of this project given the ontological color of this project—one that requires 

the deep consideration of meanings activated by a necessary flux of my position as a partially 
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removed spectator of the “thing” of study while also giving way to deep integration and 

submersion within the context of the study (Freistadt, 2011; Gilgun, 2008; Rios, Carney, & 

Kelekay, 2017). 

From this comes a sense of anxiety and urgency I carry with me. One that itself gives 

way to an intervention and requires discussion and confrontation. This hurriedness seems to stem 

from me knowing I am expected to make you believe that I have lived the way I say I have; I am 

supposed to ensure you can believe that I know how to engage with folks who think about 

violence, and I am to trust everyone involved in this project to be folks who integrate their own 

findings from their lived experiences into their practices related to violence. Therefore, 

reflexivity requires a sort of consensus at the level of mutual understanding of both the subjects 

of study and the readers, which are both overlapping and, in many ways, mutually constitutive 

categories when talking about violence given its destructive power, in this case, destruction of 

preconditioned understanding in the interest of other understandings beyond what is or has been.  

The goal here is to elicit the “phenomenological nod” different from positivist empirical 

metrics defined by numerical degrees of significance and effect size. The nod is described as a 

recognition of the potential for there to be something that “we all understand,” even the obvious 

and mundane or spectacular, but now better illuminated by thoughtful study (see Aagaard, 2018, 

pp. 43–44). And, while in part this anxiety may be rooted in the novelty of this new adventure, in 

this case, an intellectual pursuit; for me, exploring violence is only novel in that I have the 

potential to empower others to tell their stories of violence, desire, and race while at the same 

time probing more deeply into the culture laden and institutionally inscribed conceptions of the 

potential for being as violence, as desire, and as a race. 
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Ultimately, I claim that I will explore individually embodied and institutionalized aspects 

of imposing systems that project ideals of violence upon the other, or those that represent the 

impossibility of being the other—that is, nothingness (or maybe nothing existing as something, 

an important Du Boisian duality). In doing this, in an effort to imagine better theories for 

understanding violence as a phenomenon, my interest, too, is to expose the fissures in theoretical 

claims used to understand and contend with violence and desire—again, exposing and potentially 

rupturing those limits of theory so far.  

Reaching for the limits also requires reaching back for those that have defined forms of 

liminality. Therefore, required for this project is to locate myself within the discipline through 

citational practices and relying on theories and assumptions of the world shared by those in 

criminology, while also adding an original contribution. This is based on the understanding that 

“citational practices…constitute pivotal links between subjectivity and knowledge production 

and transmission” (Goodman, Tomlinson, & Richland, 2014, p. 455).  While I rely on more 

mainstream criminological theories and traditions, as I have highlighted already, I also center 

voices from other disciplines, including those that make contributions through music.  

I introduce some sections with certain quotes, italicized in the interest of form and flow, 

to illustrate a set of claims and in other cases, seen later in this introductory section, to frame 

how theory has been formed in other realms whether from “the ground” through lived 

experiences rather than professional field-based study, but also through forms of theory 

formation that originate from the subjects of study—in this case, black folks in or related to my 

case. This practice works with phenomenology and ontology as they attempt to burst open the 

limits of possibility through considering that the world as a production of the intersections of 
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memory, art, and poetics that together develop a canon in and of itself useful for understanding 

violence.  

I do, though, subscribe to aspects of form, particularly APA format, that reproduces 

understandings of language, narrative, and storytelling necessary for getting to the phenomenon 

of violence and its surrounding ontological field co-conspirators, race and desire. 

The Theory Problem: The Limits of IAT and Method 

This project is also a theoretical one that centers in the investigation of violence, a 

critique and reckoning with theory, here chiefly, Institutional Anomie Theory (IAT). IAT is 

important as it is useful for understanding crime in the American context in relation to 

institutions thereby providing a way to unpack criminogenic aspects of culture that drive groups 

to act violently. Yet, IAT has had a primarily macro level focus, and despite its micro level 

informed past, IAT does not get all the way to the intersubjective nature of culture—and because 

of this, it misses out on the manifold aspects of racialized forms of violence that have 

transfigured into more invisible or yet to be uncovered ways. Therefore, I integrate the insights 

from the phenomenology of race and violence to better unpack the concepts of violence and 

desire deployed in IAT, as phenomenology is suited for the task of uncovering once invisible and 

taken for granted essential components (Groenewald, 2004; Laverty, 2003). I constrict my study 

by a case where individuals and institutions have a shared historical background and social 

relations—a terroir—which helps to contend with the complexity of understanding institutions. 

The goal here is not generalizability, but from understanding the valuable meanings one can 

subsequently reconsider things that have been generalized or important, those that could be. I 

rely on a collective set of interrogated lived experiences extracted from institutional authorities, 

leaders. This approach is similar to studies that explore institutions and the role of the meanings 
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they impose on things given an institution’s managers’ values—endogeneity (see Talesh, 2015, 

2009 for examples related to consumer law).  

Like examining the black box of consciousness in psychology, I focus on describing and 

interpreting the nature of a subject’s consciousness as associated with a phenomenon, in this 

case, institutions as they contend with violence and the American Dream. The level of analysis is 

the meso-level where the micro/the individual and the macro/generally structure interact. While 

institutions can be examined directly through their policies, this project is designed to look 

beyond policies to examine the schemes through which the policies are developed, interpreted, 

and used garnering an understanding of the components that shape how institutions come to 

understand the phenomena of interest.  

My objective is to  extract an essential “thematized set of improvisational codes” (Henry, 

2006, p. 21) that show diverse meanings of shared/universal phenomena grounded in a particular 

institutional, cultural, and socio-structural context thereby providing a description and 

interpretation of the organizing principles that establish meaning in the life of the subject(s) 

(Groenewald, 2004; Henry, 2006). In this tradition, data are generally collected through semi-

structured interviews; therefore, I rely on these interviews with questions guided by my 

theoretical framework and literature review supplemented by vignettes, which are useful for 

exposing contexts in which the phenomenon can be seen or responded to (Gilgun, 2008). 

Because this study is phenomenological in type the research design remains fluid with 

analysis being a constant part of the process of collecting data. Further, the goal of the collection 

of data is saturation of insights of those with experiences with the phenomenon with the 

possibility of comparisons between both manifest and latent themes and tension around the 

phenomena. In being focused on the essential qualities of a phenomenon, revisiting the data 
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sources, selecting additional subjects, and reconsidering data considering new insights from 

history will be important. Similar to Ahmed’s (2007) phenomenology of whiteness in which she 

considers whiteness as something that has been “received or become given over time” in this 

same way, I consider the American Dream tethered to violence as that which has been received 

or given over time. From the data collected, key themes related to the nature of institutional 

culture will be analyzed through a dialectical reading (Lesjak, 2013). 

Method and Data Collection  

Data for this study were collected in multiple ways that qualify as phenomenological and 

attend the research questions at hand: 

1. Chapters 2 and 3: Tift Era and Albany Movement—Utilized a second, critical reading of 

contemporary historical analysis, oral histories and personal narratives of civil rights 

organization from the Albany Movement and historical texts on the founding of Albany. I 

focus on violence, the American Dream, and race as primary phenomena. These data 

come primarily from the archives housed at the Thronateeska Heritage Center and Albany 

Civil Rights Institution in Albany Georgia with permission.  

 

2. Chapter 4: Murder Capital and Contemporary Period—Utilized data collected through 

interviews of institutional leaders. These majority open-ended questions were guided by 

themes related to desire and violence along with supporting vignettes based extended 

from work on the Southern Culture of Violence (M. R. Lee & Ousey, 2011). In addition, 

questions related to how these leaders help determine how institutions have contended 

with violence. There were 42 interviews at the completion of data collection composed of 

a variety of institutional leaders from key educational, state, religious, and economic 

local institutions (e.g., schools, churches, banks, and courts).  

 

In the interest of creating and reifying a certain fluid, phenomenological approach, one 

guided by a constant reflection, I describe methodological steps and considerations throughout. 

In the appendix, I also offer a table that further details the types of questions and other initial 

sampling criteria for the contemporary interview participants, including number of principals, 

vice principals, and other institutional leaders. In the interest of protecting my subjects, I remain 
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somewhat vague on actual roles of certain leaders given the size of this site and uniqueness of 

their positions. 

Now, in Chapter 2, I seek to get more to violence and painting its foundation in Albany, 

Ga by first returning to IAT and exposing how it calls for critique and the use of phenomenology 

and ontology if it is a theory that in good faith is focused on unpacking violence.  
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Chapter 2: Violent Arrival, Origins, and Orientation in Albany, Ga. 

You degrade us, and then ask why we are degraded. —Frederick Douglass, 1841 

 

The term, negro, is at this hour the most pregnant word in the English language. The destiny of 

the nation has the negro for its pivot, and turns upon the question as to what shall be done with 

him. Peace and war, union and disunion, salvation and ruin, glory and shame all crowd upon 

our thoughts the moment this vital word is pronounced. —Frederick Douglass, 1863 

 

Because society surpasses us, it obliges us to surpass ourselves, and to surpass itself, a being 

must, to some degree, depart from its nature—a departure that does not take place without 

causing more or less painful tensions. —Emile Durkheim, 1973 

 

Founding Violence: Tift’s Grand Legacy and W. E. B. Du Bois’ Grand Theory 

Emile Durkheim describes a natural inclination to perpetually attempt to satiate an 

endless “capacity for feeling” (1960, p. 252). These feelings, in the form of desires and passions, 

are to be managed by society through the agreement of “basic values and behavioral norms 

derived from their cultural heritage and belief systems” including the law (Tenhouten, 2016, p. 

468). As societies progress from simple to more complex, the rules guiding individual behavior 

shift and create “painful tensions” or anomie; anomie being—“a condition of inadequate moral 

norms to guide and control the actions of people and groups in the interests of the total social 

system” (Durkheim, 1973, p. 163; Olsen, 1965, p. 41). As individuals work to satiate their 

passions and urges in these conditions, they are more likely to display behaviors perceived as 

immoral, harmful, and criminal (Bernburg, 2002; Merton, 1938; Messner, 1988). In essence, the 

orientation towards certain goals too orients us to violence.  

While Durkheim’s recognition of institutions and their influence have been important to 

contemporary theory, particularly Institutional Anomie Theory, which I discuss next, he 

neglected certain qualitative aspects of the bodies in anomic society thereby leaving the ways 

they function unseen or unimagined. Durkheim’s contribution is useful for considering how the 

normative human operates socially even highlighting how social facts emanate from ritual and 
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religious process (Fields, 2002b). But, he neglected what Du Bois and Fanon capture: the 

colonial project/process of racialization that impacts the psychological and philosophical sense 

of self and importantly the creative potential due to the ontological weight of said process (Desai, 

2009; Henry, 2006). In particular, Du Bois, who also captures a certain set of rituals, culture, and 

social facts (Dubois, 1903; Moore, 2005; Zuberi, 2004), steps further into the question of what it 

means to be human and not—that is, a position of the negro, a position that is counter to and 

necessary for (and for black folks, internally warring against (Dubois, 1903)) Durkheim’s 

subjective human.  

Du Bois’ emphasis attends to the potential for the dynamic process of rupture and 

construction not only of individual identity—something Durkheim gets to—but also, Du Bois 

attends to the nature of the soul that possess the body of a raced collective beyond the survival of 

the individual that has died socially or physically, and further civically and politically (Grossman 

& Castronovo, 2002; Mayblin, Wake, & Kazemi, 2020). And, with this end—black death and 

existing as black—made through violence, there too goes the potential to be human—a concept 

itself of dubious origins (Moten, 2009). This particular framing of the implication of the color 

line on the soul is what Du Bois sees as living as and with contradiction. Durkheim too points to 

the needed examination of contradictions that compared to Du Bois, are examined as instruments 

impactful to the social being rather than the ontological question of existing as contradiction 

(Fields, 2002).  As Durkheim helps to point to a certain level of abstraction that attends to a 

certain normativity, theory informed by Durkheim’s anomie, specifically Messner and 

Rosenfeld’s Institutional Anomie Theory (IAT) and Merton’s opportunity structures, prove useful 

for “getting to” violence.  



 

26 
 

This chapter marks IAT as a point of entry read alongside Du Bois as frameworks for 

considering socio-archaeological examination scholarly work on Nelson Tift, founder of the city 

of Albany, to better uncover the development of an anomic environment with a racialized 

conception of the American Dream at its center. Here, I use historical accounts to present 

components of some of the origins and orientations to desire and implications for violence. I use 

these readings of Nelson Tift, “founder” of Albany, Ga. to explore a particular or localized 

development of conceptions of violence and conclude by examining Du Bois’ exploration of 

Albany/Dougherty County in chapters of his Souls of Black Folks in the wake of Tift. I conclude 

with a turn considering Tift’s legacy as it relates to the terroir of the region as it concerns 

violence, particular given Du Bois’ post-bellum poetics infused journalistic and sociologic text. 

This chapter functions to lay the groundwork for ways of seeing violence in subsequent periods 

locally. 

Theoretical Background: Institutional Anomie and the American Dream 

Institutions play a significant role in the movements of society that Durkheim draws 

attention to. Building on Durkheim, Messner and Rosenfeld’s Institutional Anomie Theory (IAT) 

describes how anomie constricts and flows in this movement, contending that it impacts 

“prevailing cultural and social structural patterns” that shape the functioning of major social 

institutions (Applin & Messner, 2015a, p. 37). IAT is presented as a dynamic macro-level theory 

that defines facets of criminogenic culture and related institutional processes.  

 The American Dream is the prevailing cultural impetus central to this theory. This dream 

is “characterized by a ‘distinctive cultural ethos” with a “value complex...conducive to an 

anomic environment” in which normative restraints lose their efficacy and “anything goes” 

(Hughes, Schaible, & Gibbs, 2015, p. 102). This culture promotes a “technical expediency” 



 

27 
 

where deviance is one expedient way to achieve the American Dream (Applin & Messner, 

2015a, p. 38). But, eerily, while Messner and Rosenfeld identify slavery as potentially related to 

the levels of violence in American society focusing on the cultural knowledge generated and 

stimulated during slavery and in its wake, absent is a consideration of the very state of being, 

beyond existing as the Other, but existing as a “negro” or black and near to it… 

…a state animated by catastrophic material conditions and functioning in an American 

mythos that imbues a perceived moral and an existential inferiority—a product of colonialism, a 

process of domination and decimation (Moten, 2013)… 

…they neglect to integrate seriously what this state of being means for violence and the 

American Dream, or desire more broadly, especially given that there is some subjectivity to 

violence itself (Staudigl, 2013).    

In all, though, IAT provides a helpful framework for understanding how institutions are 

sites for observing the disjuncture between goals and means to obtain them.  

IAT’s key contribution is in how it integrates power and the way its imbalances among 

social institutions3 can impact levels of crime and violence. By describing the process of when 

the economy is dominant in society, resembling what Elliot Currie describes as “market society” 

where “the pursuit of private gain becomes the organizing principle of all areas of social life—

not simply a mechanism that we may use to accomplish certain circumscribed ends” (Currie, 

1991, p. 255; Messner & Rosenfeld, 2012), IAT provides a form at the level of analysis 

important for considering the relation between the objective and material and the subjective and 

cultural. Their suggestion is useful: when there exists the increasingly interrelated “1) 

 
3 IAT suggests that when economic-based socio-cultural norms pervade other social institutions 

specifically  political, familial, and educational ones, these institutions are weakened in their ability to 
effectively socialize and control individuals and “meet the basic needs of a society” (Applin & Messner, 
2015;Messner & Rosenfeld, 2001, p. 65).  
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devaluation of noneconomic institutional functions and roles, 2) accommodation to economic 

requirements by other institutions 3) penetration of economic norms into other institutional 

domains” (Messner & Rosenfeld, 2012, p. 79) there is a more anomic environment that leads to 

increased levels of violence and other serious crimes. 

The Individual and Merton’s Opportunity Structures 

Institutional Anomie Theory, while promising, lacks focused engagement with access and 

opportunity best described through Merton’s opportunity structures. This absence is likely due to 

their macro-level focus. Yet, I argue, necessary for macro theory and central to this project is the 

engagement with the dynamics of individual and institutional interactions particularly the nature 

of meaning—a meso-level consideration. Elsewhere, Messner and Rosenfeld do address some 

individual level implications of their theory (see Messner, Thome, & Rosenfeld, 2008). Still, they 

fail to give a complete account for the systematic and significant variations based on the social 

facts related to one’s own existences that impact resources and opportunities that shape 

institutional perceptions and behaviors. Their weakness is Merton’s strength when it comes to 

engaging with Durkheim’s anomie.  

Identifying the individual and their opportunities, Merton’s contribution of “culture 

structure”—divided into 1) institutionally accepted means of achieving 2) society’s predominate 

goals (1938)—is useful for advancing the more institutionally focused IAT. As Bernburg 

suggests,  

“Institutional-Anomie theory explains how the anomic culture emerges and how it is 

sustained and amplified… In contrast, Merton’s theory is guided by a notion of people 

making choices in the context of their socially structured realities (Nee and Brinton 1998). 

Merton specifies the objective conditions that translate norms and goals—culture—into 

crime. Merton’s approach is thus more suitable in specifying how anomic culture—given 

in Merton but explained in Institutional-Anomie theory—creates pressure to innovate 

because of incompatibility of culture with people’s objective conditions.” (Bernburg, 2002, 

p. 739) 
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The integration of these complementary theories is essential, particularly given this 

project that centers on violence as manifested on both macro/structural and micro/individual 

levels along with its meso/cultural functioning. This framing is a point of entry for examining 

how violence as partnered with race and desire in a prevailing American Dream.  

Together, IAT and Merton’s Opportunity Structures point to at one level the persistence of 

culture that informs the environment of possible decisions to use violence. Their integration 

helps point to two prevailing themes: 1) given opportunity and lack thereof, there are resulting 

remnants of structures that impact the individual’s psyche’s orientation towards a set of routes to 

a goal and 2) at another level, there are artifacts of prevailing culture that shape the very goal or 

outcome of disputes that imply value of subjects whose value is tied into said culture whose 

power to dispute is warped and informed by violence as tool in one’s arsenal. At the cultural 

level, the Southern Culture of Violence can be itself considered an artifact of prevailing historical 

events that determined opportunity structure and informed, as the originary point, of the 

prevailing culture. In essence, the culture of violence is highlights violence as a tool as a part of a 

limited toolkit for resolving disputes while also determining what things or people can impact the 

level of honor, specifically as it relates to status and place in the economy. The purpose of this 

chapter then is to help to expose violence at a regional originary point and describe how it has 

emanated from this point.  

With this theoretical foundation and context set, I can now analyze a cross-section of 

Albany’s “founder,” Nelson Tift’s, life as a significant component of how we understand 

violence today—I suggest that Tift be taken as a figure is both an institution and influencer of 

earliest institutions in Albany.   
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Biographical Vignettes as Data 

The use of biography as a source of data is important when considering culture. As 

described in the context of cultural criminology, an area this dissertation contributes to, Kane 

describes ethnography—a method productive for unpacking culture—as “biography with 

wingspan” (Kane, 2004). In Maruna and Matravers’ N=1: Criminology and the Person, clear is 

that biographical sketches can provide a “sense of meaning and purpose to human lives and can 

actively shape future actions as we seek to behave in ways that correspond to our self-myths.” 

(Maruna & Matravers, 2007, p. 431). In keeping with Merton’s analysis of opportunity structures 

and consideration of individual outcomes and behaviors shaped by these structure, Maruna and 

Matravers note that examining individual narratives does not assume that lived experiences do 

not exist in a vacuum and that, “our self-narratives are very much shaped within the constraints 

and opportunity structure of the social world in which we live.” (Maruna & Matravers, 2007, p. 

431) 

Following this, I rely on Tift an employ a “narrative analysis [that] inform[s] our 

understandings of cultural influence and the underlying socio-structural dynamics of a society" 

(Maruna & Matravers, 2007, p. 431). This approach aligns with Sampson and Bean (2006) as 

well as Swidler’s (Jepperson & Swidler, 1994; 1986) call to better engage with culture as a factor 

that itself functions to shape the world and its possibilities—seeing culture as worldmaking. Tift 

persisted as a powerful figure in an already hegemonic and militarized society emphasizing the 

importance of his influence and legacy. Tift is, though, a unique case of white power in that his 

northern pedigree is one that has been emphasized as central to his identity. While I focus more 

on Tift’s legacy, I do take seriously Maruna and Matrevers in recognizing “human subjects [are] 

‘simultaneously, the products of their own unique psychic worlds and a shared social world’” 
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(Maruna & Matravers, 2007, p. 432) indicating a consideration of Tift’s own heritage and the 

legacy he is a product of, one I argue is that of colonialism. I show how, reciprocally, Tift is an 

individual with certain power influences subsequent worlds of meaning. Here, Tift is a causal 

agent and subject steeped in context rather that purely a case of exception, though his peculiarity 

and Albany’s own exceptionality—historically, economically, as a hot-spot for violence, and 

socio-cultural hub—are important and a result of Tift’s locating there given this project’s 

consideration of violence.  

Analysis: Exhuming Tift and Violent Origins   

The Archive, The Violent Scene 

The archives of the Dougherty County Library did not welcome me and my aspirations as 

I had expected. I imagined that my task would be straightforward, thinking, “of course the there 

was a rich and well curated body of knowledge and works of Albany’s founder Nelson Tift.” 

While the University of Georgia provides some information on the mor extended family, much of 

it focuses on their time in Tifton, Ga. Yet, what awaited me were archives in motion, already 

having been lacking in material, the library was preparing to be reorganized, which included a 

new home for the stories of the past. Already I had encountered what I argue is violence of a sort, 

unintentional and disembodied from its initiating agent and now a product of the institution, the 

library as an educational institution, a machine functioning to (re)produce and (re)enforce 

knowledge. If we think of violence as a destruction of possibility being or the ability to make 

sense (Dodd, 2009; Mensch, 2013; Staudigl, 2014), and if we accept that ideas provide a 

necessary component of beingness, stacked upon histories of ways of being, then a perceived 

scantly populated body of sources on Tift proved to be a wrecking ball to the image of a 

cornucopia of data useful for uncovering just what, and possibly, to what degree Tift’s mark has 
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been left on Albany as it concerns race, violence, and desire. Ultimately, through this 

examination I hope to get to what could be where there lies an implication (or complicity) in 

violence of today (ROTHBERG, 2019).  

I set out to examine Tift during a particular moment in time, during the transition post-

emancipation (1865-1871), I was able to uncover aspects of Tift’s life that connect to the city’s 

founding and that also help illuminate a moment in which Albany’s orientation toward race, 

desire, and violence were grounded.  

I examine Tift primarily through scholarly work on Tift, focusing on Fair and Tift’s own 

writings on his policy agenda during his time in the United States Congress (1868-1869) a time 

following his service in the state house in 1847, 1851, and 1852 and as a captain for the navy of 

the Confederates, also considered in my engagement with Tift. A great deal of Tift’s life was 

spent as a public servant, impacting, or maybe setting a foundation for the cities and region’s 

culture. The brief vignette of me, entering the archives and the mood and conditions under which 

I entered, as in other sections, should function as a part of context setting, which, in itself, 

provides data through framing given the functional power of the construction of the environment 

on the interpretation of data and analyses. 

Nelson Tift is a figure who embraced and operated in a socially structured reality defined 

by a culture and economy of slavery (Fair, 2004). Because of his social position, Tift was an 

institutional force impacting the norms and goals to be solidified as culture. As a pivotal figure, 

Tift served as an institution himself navigating and subsequently normalizing a preexisting 

culture of the South (and one of colonization), during a pivotal moment where there was local 

susceptibility to a founding culture. Useful for socio-legal scholarship that gets to where the 

social relates to the development of legal frameworks co-determinate to what it means to be a 
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subject of a state, Tift gives way to an examination of a sort of endogenic culture and law around 

violence, a consideration similar examination of the endogeneity of law as it concerns 

managerial interests in other social institutions (Edelman, Krieger, Eliason, Albiston, & 

Mellema, 2011; Talesh, 2009)—applied here, there was an interest in production of cotton and 

other agricultural resources while too there was an embedded culture of desire too by 

“managers” to regulate black bodies. Tift helped shape the culture and policy of the state 

intended for control and the regulation of its the institutions , specifically, the institution of 

slavery and the economy, among other key institutions. 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, IAT and Merton’s Opportunity Structures together 

beg for a consideration the individual in institutions, and given the nature of power, illuminate a 

need to examine the individual qualitatively. Tift is a useful figure for doing so. With this 

framework, the following sections on Tift are organized to lay out just who Tift was as an 

institutional force that dominated Albany and its nature given his status as founder, politician, 

businessman, and participant in the civil war. Throughout, I highlight components of a ground 

constructed through violence becoming itself reproductive of violence.  

Localized Colonization and Emergent Violence: From Thronateeska to Albany 

Albany Georgia was born of violence, both direct interpersonal physical harm and a 

violence of settler colonialism. One originary act of violence is naming. Albany was called 

Thronateeska by the Creek, meaning “the place where the flint is picked up”. This early name 

was taken up as the name of the local chapter of the Daughters of the American Revolution 

(henceforth: Daughters) who wrote a history of Albany and Dougherty County,  

“Albany was founded in October 1836. The place where it now stands was then an 

unbroken pine forest, without an inhabitant. The removal of the remaining Creek Indians, 

in 1836, from the southwestern part of the State promoted the settlement of this fertile 

district by the whites, and the population and productions of the country, and the 
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consequent importance of Albany as a market town has been steadily increasing.” 

(Daughters, 1988, p. 1)  

 

Here, even in placing Albany in the context of the nation’s and Georgia’s history, there is 

a dual awareness. On the one hand, there is a recognition that “something” lived where Albany 

was later founded and that something was “removed” as if exterminated from a place where 

those things were not to be in the first place. This way of discussing the Creek highlights, even at 

the onset of the creation of Albany as an extension of the nation-state, that there rests a notion of 

manifest destiny as a component of an American Dream emphasized by “production” and strong 

market (Turner, 1893). Already, despite a framing of the South as guided by agriculture, there is 

clearly an investment in an economy that was in part born out of removal—violent removal. Yet, 

these Daughters go on, in the very next section of their writing, to note that the year Albany was 

founded there was the “…memorable battle of Chickasawhachee. …the hardest-fought battle of 

the war with the Creek Indians.” (Daughters, 1988, p. 2). Their framing captures the nation state 

as a colonial project defined by battle and violent conquest.  

After a story of this battle, they present Tift’s narrative and perspective on the land he, as 

they describe, “inherited,”  

“Near the road leading from Albany to Blakely, in a solitary place about two miles from 

the Chickasawhachee swamp, stands a dilapidated house, which is now uninhabited, and 

has a very desolate appearance. To a believer in ghosts, it would present a favorable spot 

for their nocturnal visits. A traveler approaching it in the twilight, would almost expect to 

see something frightful start up before him. This was a scene of a bloody tragedy in that 

last Creek war. It was then inhabited by a man and his wife and several children and 

servants. A former resident of the place had offended the Creeks, and they, with that 

unrelenting spirit peculiar to their race, had determined to have revenge. A party of them, 

in their flight from Alabama to Florida, passed near this place. They believed the object 

of their hatred was within their reach; the demon of revenge stirred within them, and they 

determined to sacrifice their victim and his whole family. Concealed by the forest, they 

approached the house while the unsuspecting family and several neighbors were 

assembled at breakfast. 
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Alarmed by the shouts of the savages, they attempted to escape. A horrid massacre 

ensued. The blood of father, mother, children, neighbors, and servants was mingled 

together. A party of whites next day visited the spot. They found some dead, some dying; 

and some, though shockingly mangled, still survived. In their blind rage, the savages had 

missed the object of their vengeance, and brought destruction upon an innocent family. 

The appearance of the place is in keeping with its history. The woods look dark and 

gloomy; long moss hangs in curtains from the trees, as if nature, in sympathy for the 

murdered family, had clothed herself in the habiliments of woe.” (Daughters, 1988, pp. 3–

4, emphasis mine) 

This founding imagery is one that sets the context for Albany going forward. Tift himself 

marks “a peculiar” racial distinction in identifying an “unrelenting spirit” that created a 

commitment to revenge. Yet, obscured is the initial affront to the Creeks and further 

unrecognized is a culpability of Tift and his role in the harm—violence—against the Creek. It is 

at this point that there is a type of orientation toward land and the other that I argue bleeds into 

the rest of Tift’s legacy and by extension, the identity and culture of Albany. Like the haunting he 

describes, even in his anthropomorphizing of nature as mourning for a relative innocence, not for 

the Creek, but for a murdered white family, this history is one that lingers. This is a history, 

wedded to notions of Americanness and American dreaming, that frames the “other” in this case, 

indigenous people, and black folks, as beyond and below human—savages by nature. 

Defining Tift and a Southern Culture of Violence  

As those who believe in the visibility of ghosts can easily see them, so it is always easy to see 

repulsive qualities in those we despise and hate.—Frederick Douglas, 1881  

 

Nelson Tift, born in 1810 in Groton, Connecticut, was a Yankee by birth and had an eye 

for industry. He became integrated into and embraced a southern cultural identity defined by an 

affinity for the institution of slavery and a type of mutual respect and deference; an identity in 

part defined by a short fuse lit by an inkling of disrespect. Tift was a Yankee who demonstrated a 

particular penchant for the dehumanization/delegitimization of the claim to humanity of black 

folks/slaves shown through his establishment and continued participation in the state during the 
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Civil War as member of the Southern State and in the renewed United States postwar(Fair, 2004). 

As the city’s founder, he left an indelible mark on this place’s identity, in particular, a cultural 

one that may pervade institutions today, or at least how we understand the nature and trajectories 

of the American Dream, Race, and centrally, violence within institutions.   

As I discuss race, particularly whiteness and blackness, its important how too the Native 

Americans/Indigenous people—described in early texts on this era as the red race—were framed 

and are integral to the conception of an American Dream that in part relegated the other as 

something else beyond humanity totally. For example, Fair writes of Tift, “His attitude regarding 

the Creeks was not dissimilar to that which he held for African Americans—both were inferior 

races subject to the white man's law.” (2004, pp. 88). Also telling, in conjunction with this 

particular cultural orientation is what Fair acknowledges next,  

“Furthermore Tift was able to capitalize personally from their exploitation by developing 

a stake in Southwest Georgia. His timing could not have been better. Removal of the 

Creeks after the epic Battle of Chickasawachee Swamp in July 1836 provided the 

opportunity.” (Fair, 2004, pp. 344)  

This blending of exploitative violence both on a material level as well as cultural psycho-

social levels exposes a certain development of an American Dream—we see this even in the 

framing of Tift’s move as imbued with “perfect timing” thereby signifying this move as a natural 

and proper course. How? This framing implicitly diminishes the beingness of those who were 

connected with the geography and land. The use of “removal” despite the earlier use of 

exploitation to describe the acts of some distant figure—the state—rhetorically allows for a 

distancing of Tift himself from his role in said exploitation in the wake of genocidal violence, 

exclusion, and dispossession.  

While the preceding emphasizes a level of focus that illuminates Tift’s place in and with 

the state as an institution, providing the basis for understanding the interacting role of culture at 
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that level, it is also important to consider Tift’s family given the claim that family is a core 

institution that helps reinforce and orients cultural identity and related practices. For this, we can 

look to Tift’s wife. While it is important to distinguish the view of the husband from the wife 

while acknowledging how they related, and while other areas in Georgia are beyond the scope of 

this project, it is also compelling that Tift’s wife was the niece of the founder of Mercer 

University, Jesse Mercer (Daughters, 1988).  

Nancy Maria Mercer and Tift were married after an eight-day courtship. Fair emphasizes 

that the swiftness and his thinking could be called “a cool, almost calculating, approach to 

marriage” (Fair, 2004, p. 345). Here, there is a clear, at least as Fair frames it, recognition of 

economic norms permeating the family—especially as Fair goes on to frame Nancy as “[doing] 

her duty by giving birth to a daughter” given Tift’s ability to be a good provider (Fair, 2004, p. 

345). This framing brings forth a critique of IAT captured by Aplin and Messner (2015). They 

consider that gender structures the conditions that allow for approach to the American Dream 

while noting that in part, this differential ability to approach this dream is due to the fundamental 

nature of the meaning of this Dream. Here, we have instance of the economy permeating family, 

state, and the basic ontology of the other—one described best as a white male supremacy. As I 

will explore in later chapters, the intersection of gender and race in institutions provides an 

important avenue into understanding the nature of the American Dream and fundamental desires 

that inform how we understand and rely on violence.  

This focus on the functionality of his wife as an extension and tool of Tift, of course 

extends to slaves that fits a prevailing sentiment of the time. In Fair’s biographical sketch of Tift, 

he is sure to note how black folks were framed as beyond, or below human—subhuman: “His 

purchase of ‘three negro fellows’ for $2,350 in August 1838 is recorded in the same sentence as 
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his acquisition of a two-horse barouche for $300.” But, what does this “fellows” mean, given this 

subhuman recognition? Based on Du Bois’ view of double consciousness, this noting of “fellow-

ness” by white subjects shows that peculiar dual persistence thar black people were required to 

contend with—their humanity was at the whim of the master reinforcing an ever in flux state of 

being that is neither animal nor human. Fair lays it plain:  

“…[slaves] were treated chiefly as chattel and as a medium of exchange. Though he 

approached both with the deliberate and resolute demeanor of a Yankee, Tift, by his 

exploitation of slaves, was blending into the social fabric of the South.” (2004, p. 346)  

 

And, given Tift’s significant and early role, he was able to guide the initial orientations of other 

key institutions beyond the family including education, law, justice, and relationship to and of 

the state:  

“In October 1838 he wrote the constitution for an anti-gambling society he and other 

citizens had formed. Subsequently Tift became a trustee for Albany Academy, the city's 

first school, served as one of Albany's original commissioners, prepared its first code of 

laws after incorporation by the Georgia legislature, and was elected colonel of the Sixty-

third militia regiment of Baker County, for which he would forever carry the courtesy 

title of ‘colonel.’ He was also elected a justice of the inferior court for the county. It was a 

position that entailed ‘little honor & some expense but must be endured by someone.’” 

(Fair, 2004, p. 346) 

 

Banking was another of Tift’s chief interests as a leader in the region. Principally, he was 

against central banking in the interest of local banking while still being vested in what Currie 

describes as  “market society” but one with localized control. While market society here, 

specifically as a component of IAT is framed as national with subnational variations, equally 

important is considering bottom up or rather, locally to more broadly emulating dynamic 

relationships of power and control when considering state reach and capacity. Therefore, 

important here is viewing the expanse of market society under the lens of state power and 

capacity. Soifer, extending Mann’s call for more depthful analysis of the ways the state functions, 

suggests a need to evaluate state power and the related monopoly on violence subnationally—
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capturing the subnational variation of broad themes executing locally (Mann, 1984; Soifer, 

2012). Here my goal is to integrate these complimentary perspectives 1) that there is a dominant 

ethos, this American Dream and 2) that it may vary in degree subnationally, but further as I will 

illustrate further next, I argue for a consideration of a ground up genesis where localities 

illustrate either extreme or unique versions of the American Dream cultural ethos that in turn 

have historically, in an endogenous process, likely impacted that broader national dream.  

These subnational locations should be considered what Ward (2016) describes as a 

microclimate that are in part developed and maintained with state complicity, particularly given 

the power and state backing of institutional figures like Tift. Tift was significant as “no one could 

gainsay the energy and civic-mindedness of this man from the North” (Fair, 2010, p. 109). He 

was a figure who embraced culture and shaped that regional character of the state and described, 

On the issue of banking and local control, Tift described the people’s relationship with the 

banking system as a form of slavery and a product of aristocracy the echoed that of other nations 

(Fair, 2004). 

In his framing, Tift illustrates the infectious nature of a certain type of banking that 

overinfluenced the nature of smaller local communities. He recognizes the impact of economic 

interests, even framing those connected to banking as “slaves”. A use that displays a certain 

understanding of the position of the slave and an aversion to it. Yet, slavery, by nature, is without 

consent. But, for Tift, slaves to who? To what? Who is receiving violence and who is complicit in 

its doling it out? For Tift, the violence seems to do less with actual labor and more with slaves to 

a certain culture and ideological frame, that of aristocratic remnant of feudalism, a certain 

prevailing culture of desire where desire was once placed in a certain attainment of an 

unobtainable aristocratic class. Tift is an extension of the state but in some ways antagonistic to it 
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in the interest of local state power shown through his resistance imposition by the federal 

government. Important for this project are both his position as unique agent of that and his role 

as a progenitor of an expanse of a unique set of aspects of American market society in the then 

frontier south.  

This turn by Tift pluralizes and illustrates the diversified reach of the state and culture 

and the conflicts on meaning and the ideal nature of the state—in every case that state being 

related to the possession of a certain monopoly on violence controlled by agents of the state that 

persist at the of those where had power, land, and white maleness. Tift’s fight and claim on the 

role of the state lays the institutional ground and forms the basis for the local recognitions of 

class and economic interests, that theorized by Messner and Rosenfeld’s IAT, powerfully 

influences culture and potential for violence. In addition, by continuing to look at Tift, we will 

see what IAT misses, how race, specifically blackness, warps economic logics in a process that 

produces violence. Through Tift and his legacy, we will begin to see how violence persisted in 

spite of economic interests and a state interested in advancing the class of black residents, 

forgone in the interest of control and the maintaining of a certain status of the “negro”. In this 

next section, I highlight how Tift’s identity continues in the formation of Albany and the region.  

Race as a Function of State and Economic Institutional Power Relations/Balance  

While some peripheral discourses around the American Civil War attempt to erase the 

role of slavery as a factor, according to Fair’s understanding of Tift, there is an emphasis on that 

state’s rights to determine if slaves could be held was at the center,  

“…concern for the welfare of his fellow citizens stands in stark contrast to Tift's attitude 

and treatment toward people of color. His first public revelation of a southern bias took 

the form of a personal testimony directed at northern abolitionists. Speaking as ‘one who 

was raised and educated at the North, but who has resided long enough in the South to be 

acquainted with the subject’ of slavery, Tift found ‘many of the planters, high-minded, 

benevolent and pious men. He sees that many things that had been told him by the 
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Abolitionists were false, that the negroes are mostly comfortable, contented and happy.’ 

On another occasion he castigated congressmen who, while professing to represent the 

interests of the South, were actually ‘wolves in sheep's clothing’ and aiding the 

abolitionists. ‘By setting forth in gaudy, but false colors, the superior advantages of free 

over slave labor, they are gradually preparing the way for emancipation.’”  

It is clear the fear was the freeing of slaves. He justified its continuance given the “benevolence” 

of planters and the “comfort” of black folks, that he qualifies as “mostly” all. Tift decides to 

proclaim that “negroes” were “comfortable, contented and happy” based on his conception of 

what their desires could possibly be—their disembodied voices presented through Tift’s.  This 

framing of slaves as content with their lives and desiring no more is part and parcel of the 

demarcation of blackness and those that possess it are existentially predetermined. Materially, the 

life of the slave is that of constant violence and that of object, though ones that could create. 

Even further, Tift illustrates a central tenet of this project, the fear and aversion to blackness that 

looms as an orienting factor insomuch as it is the from which we must move away. Here the very 

notion of free over slaver labor does not call to forth a need for examination of economic 

reasons, but instead, this call against even the potential for abolition is under the guise of 

dishonor and threat to culture. We see this through his framing and embracing of southerners and 

their penchant for owning slaves but treating them such that they are “mostly comfortable, 

contented and happy”. Here still, reading closely, Tift suggests that “mostly” is a sufficient 

standard and that the idea that freedom may do something more than provide contentment for 

some is something to not worth consideration.  

This orientation to blackness is captured in Tift’s own sentiments illustrating with a 

hegemonic socio-cultural and structural setting of the Americas and based on a certain natality. 

Here is Tift:  

“’Though the negro in his native land, and in his natural condition, was the embodiment 

of ignorance, and the personification of evil, yet he possessed an animal frame capable of 

performing many of the uses of life, and an embryo intellect which was capable of being 



 

42 
 

expanded to the comprehension of order and moral obligation.  But this change could not 

have been wrought upon him in his native land, by all of the missionaries and moral 

philosophers that ever preached and wrote. To accomplish such a change, required that he 

should be placed in the power of civilized man; that they should be removed from the 

associations of a lawless life, and reduced to order, by being compelled to work, and 

produce something which would swell the aggregate of human enjoyments and human 

elevation. The only means to this end was involuntary servitude, or slavery in its 

unqualified sense.’”(Fair, 2004, p. 353) 

 

Not only was the belief in the sub-humanity strong, that also, the only way to exist 

beyond that condition was a to work for the broader society—in essence, black folks were 

integral to the possibilities of the American Dream—that “aggregate of human enjoyments and 

human elevation”. Fair writes, Tift considered slavery not simply as a function of labor need, but 

also, that slavery itself was its own vital component of the economy with slave bodies being an 

essential medium of exchange.  

This sentiment is one that came before the Civil War and is one that Tift sought to 

protect. Tift showed his commitment by working in the Georgia state house to overturn a bill that 

would stop the sale of slaves (Fair, 2004). This all sets the scene for Tift’s involvement in the 

Civil War, that it was not only his business interests, specifically those focused on elevating 

society independent from broad control by the state and larger banks, it was also his perspective 

on race and the perception that the desires of black folks were limited and needed control by 

white men—infantilization in thought and practice.  

As tensions rose, Tift demonstrated his commitment to the institution of slavery by 

investing in the state’s enforcement, the hand that is established to perform violence as a 

principal means—military. Tift, serving as a captain during the Civil War, used his and his 

brother, Asa’s, money to build ships for the war. Apparently, when he lost one of his ships to the 

north, he “’wept openly’” over the loss of what was considered ‘the greatest vessel in the world’” 

(Fair, 2004, p. 359). And yet, Tift on one occasion demonstrated frustration with the economic 
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systems bolstered by slavery given that he was unable to trade a woman framed as "the 

commonest roughest kind of a 'corn field nigger” (Fair, 2004, p. 353) reinforcing the notion that 

black folks were below object of exchange but something lower and caste towing the line 

between human and object.  

At the end of the war, in 1865, we see where anomie takes a stronger hold for the first 

critical time since Albany was littered with lawless and violent men. In part, this moment was 

defined by “troubles” as Tift himself proclaimed as cotton prices went from 45 cents in 1865 to 8 

cents in 1867, which “brought disaster and bankruptcy to many of our people…”—clearly a 

strike to the economic conditions. At the same time, though, on the surface things looked better 

than ever with the commercial and economic developments in the region with, “seventeen 

building [] constructed…” with others quickly rebuilt after a larger and destructive fire that took 

a significant portion of the downtown (THRONATEESKA CHAPTER, 1988). And, despite the 

initial hardships, by 1870 there was demonstrated recovery. Even in 1866, Tift was able to create 

in his old Confederate bakery a cotton and wool factory. See, while Tift may have felt initial 

shocks of the wars end, he was insulated given his ownership, yet those below him were not—“it 

could safely be said that he was the wealthiest and most powerful man in Southwest Georgia at 

war’s end.” (Fair, 2004, p. 364) 

While this progress may have been promising for the economy at the time, still persisting 

was a particular conception of black folks. Most evident of this was the Camilla Massacre of 

1868, right in the midst of the economic boom. The massacre was precipitated, of course by anti-

blackness, but specifically was when several Freedman marched from Albany to Camilla’s court 

square for a Republican Party rally. According to Formwalt, the conditions for violence were ripe 

given the relinquishing of military control that ended with Georgia ratification of the 14th 
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Amendment. This event where nearly a dozen black freedmen were murdered radiates as an 

example of spectacular violence that resulted from calls for political power and participation, 

even symbolically, by newly freed black folks (for more on the Massacre see Formwalt, 2018)).   

While it is unclear if Tift participated directly in the massacre, he had direct involvement 

in the initial rebuff of the agreement that Georgia would have to ratify the 14th amendment. As a 

leading Democratic Party member, Tift led a group to Macon, a somewhat larger city to the 

north, that directly fought against reconstruction, framing it as a crime, more specifically that the 

government was going “to be placed in the custody and control of negroes” and that this control 

would be “barbaric and a crime against civilization.” (Fair, 2004, p. 365). Tift’s fight and 

leadership culminated in a final stand to regain control of state power and its laws. In addition, 

Tift’s role helped to lay a rhetorical ground, again, the foundations of this terroir upon which 

Albany has continued to be built.   

1868-1869 Legislature, Fight for Exclusion, and Regional Economic Power  

On July 25th, 1868, Tift was seated as the Democratic United States Congressman from 

the 2nd district of Georgia “despite a black majority of over 8,100 voters in the twenty-two-

county constituency” (Fair, 2004, p. 365). Upon Tift’s election, there was a claim that several 

men in the assembly should not be there because they violated the 14th amendment—specifically 

that they should not be members given their rebellion against the nation. To counter, in Tift’s 

own text, Condition of Affairs in GA (1869), where he surveyed political leaders in the state of 

Georgia, he writes concerning the question and problem of black men serving in the legislature. 

In this text, he centers his fight against the 14th Amendment and any legislation and mandates 

which would give black folks rights and status. As the dust continued to settle from the civil war, 
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Tift, like others who fought for and supported the South, was removed from office March 3, 

1869. 

Tift’s brief time in congress could be considered to be the pinnacle of his demonstration 

of political influence and power. This move by the congress is a demonstration of a certain frailty 

of the state when it came to reckoning with the violence perpetrated by Tift and other members 

of the confederacy. While Tift had to vacate his seat, the lack of additional punishment and his 

continued local success in the wake of the work he had already done reinforces a weakness in the 

state in actually reckoning with race and the conception of the American dream. Despite a clear 

orientation of the state toward Tift, Tift himself had a more complicated relationship with that of 

state power. There seemed to remain for him an interest in regionalism in economics and 

political power.  

The thrust of this chapter on Tift is focused most closely on law and the state and the 

instances in which Tift left a functional and insistent impact on this region. Future work would 

benefit from an expanded engagement with the vastness of Tift’s impact through his family, 

particularly his brother and business partner, Asa, and given contemporary relations of Tift’s 

legacy particular as it concerns infrastructure and urban development in places like Tifton—a 

relatively smaller town, but one that benefits from a major highway, 75, that goes through the 

heart of Atlanta. This highway was one that was proposed to go through Albany. These regional 

moments provide a rich fodder historically and today for understanding an insistence of a certain 

cultural power and structural relations that maintain violence.  

But, to close, for now on Tift, his lingering impact was at least fester through his 

insistence on banking and local control, his fight against the republican led congress which 
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focused on the seating of black congressmen, participation in the civil war and use of Violence 

against the state and white power, and Real violence against black folks and the region. 

Set Trajectories and Situated Violence: Tift’s Legacy  

Tift’s power waned on the national stage, culminating in his service in Congress, but he 

remained impactful locally. Du Bois, who I turn to next in this chapter, wrote about Tift and his 

relationship with the nation state and its power despite conflicts. In attempting to balance his 

cultural commitments to Georgia—in that he was committed to “stand firm and not reseat 

negros”—he was expelled. In the interest of maintaining his political capital in this developing 

society where he hoped to run and served in Congress again, he politically maneuvered provide a 

tacit agreement to reseat them after all. Illustrating the power of a powerful anti-black culture, 

Du Bois writes that it was the very rumor of Tift’s cooperation with Washington “parties” that 

ruined Tift’s chance for a later seat in Congress. According to Du Bois,  

“the Democrats said that they had not granted him [Tift] such power and never would do 

so, for they did not intend to reseat the Negroes, unless congress should use force." (Du 

Bois, 1935, p. 503)  

 

Even Tift could not overcome the environment he created. The precarious position of Tift found 

himself in, one that itself was embodied due to his own labor, shows how the institutions and 

their culture work gained a sort of autonomy. Tift’s earlier labor was in the interest of an 

American Dream that relied on an aversion to blackness, even at the expense of a former leader 

of the confederacy not being able to win the subsequent democratic nomination. Tift was in part 

a victim of his own creation. Tift’s legacy was established and embodied even beyond his own 

ability to continue to benefit from it, at least as it concerned his national political career. And 

still, his legacy remained. Fair describes the moment of Tift’s death: 

“When Tift died in November 1891, his city lapsed into deep mourning. ‘GLOOM!’ 

headed columns of newspaper tributes bordered in black. Some expressions, ‘the child 
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cries unto its father but no response is heard’ or ‘we are like a ship without a rudder,’ 

…the magnitude of Albanians' grief was evident in the estimated ten thousand who 

attended his funeral and a procession that extended a half-mile. It even included a section 

of ‘Colored Citizens’ behind the other aggregations in the line of march.” (Fair, 2004, p. 

372) 

 

The foundation he also left was a solidified caste system exemplified by in his own words,  

“’Native Africans,’ he stated in 1850, ‘occupy the very lowest position in the scale of 

humanity - in morals and intellect, but a little above the brute creation.’” (Fair, 2004, p. 

373). 

 

Fair concludes that, “Tift's beliefs concerning blacks and their place in society were deep-seated 

and genuine” passing “what historian C. Van Woodward called ‘the cardinal test of loyalty’ to 

southern identity (Fair, 2004, p. 373).  

In the first part of this chapter, I hoped to illuminate the ways a certain orientation 

towards race was defined, particularly in a critical period of transformation in Albany and the 

nation at large. Illustrated here is how blackness became a definitive aspect of society that 

defined states of being in the world. Through Tift, and the institutions he developed and 

maintained, blackness and relatedly, the American Dream as an ethos tethered to violence. This 

environment impacted the moral and psychological universe of sight, that is, the ways in which 

individuals are seen and see themselves in addition to the very ways folks could move, 

particularly in the face of a law. This next section serves to describe the results of Tift legacy 

through Du Bois’ empirical analysis of the post reconstruction Albany.  

Results: Tift’s Wake and Du Bois’ Arrival 

This is the land of the Creek Indians; and a hard time the Georgians had to seize it. The towns 

grow more frequent and more interesting, and brand-new cotton mills rise on every side. Below 

Macon the world grows darker; for now we approach the Black Belt,—that strange land of 

shadows, at which even slaves paled in the past, and whence come now only faint and half-

intelligible murmurs to the world beyond.  

–W. E. B. Du Bois  

Souls of Black Folk p. 84 
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Bridging the Gap: Horace King and Tift 

The above excerpt echoes the introductory imagery provide the Daughters and Tift 

himself. At this juncture, the fertile ground is one defined by Tift’s own embracing and 

proliferation of a cultural milieu around the concepts of race, desire, and violence. I have already 

shown how Tift’s legacy is one that places race squarely in the conversation of American 

Dreaming as a product of his and by extension, his institutional network, identified and 

responded to notions of blackness and black people. In 1858, Tift hired Horace King to build a 

significant bridge across the Flint River in Albany—Tift was praised as an “ardent [advocate for] 

commercial interests” (Fair, 2004, p. 355). King was a black man, formerly enslaved in Alabama, 

who gained his freedom by saving money from his apprenticeship with his former enslaver. 

Despite Tift’s belief he stated in the local paper, the Albany Patriot in 1851, 

“…slavery to be expressly sanctioned by the word of God, and entirely consistent with 

the most pure and exalted standard of morality and Christianity. The almighty himself 

authorized the buying, selling, and holding in perpetual bondage of men and women—the 

same God who gave us our system of Christianity.” 

 

While one historian framed Tift’s hiring in this way, “1858, despite his aversion to blacks, he 

hired Horace King, a free black master builder to construct a 930-foot bridge” (Fair, 2004, p. 

355) and in lieu of more detailed information of the transaction and interaction between the two, 

one must read more deeply into this act.  

First, Tift’s position on black people in general, not just those enslaved people was clear. 

Second, it is clear economic expediency was central to Tift’s identity as well. Arguably, it could 

be said that Tift’s hiring of King was a result of this expediency. I can imagine that Tift saw King 

not as an equal, but simply a differing level of the slave, at a different cost.  While the symbolic 

act of hiring King may have signified some type of progress toward the recognition of black 

folks as human, Tift has long seen black people as workers serving the whims of whiteness, in 
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particular white elites. Placed in context, Tift’s hiring shows more of how black folks were, for 

him, and society, simply tools. King’s bridge house was used later for Ku Klux Klan meetings, 

meetings that of course given the nature of the clan helped reinforced conceptions of blackness 

that Tift relied on and reinforced (Tyson Stephens, 1950). The use of King helps demonstrate the 

fungibility of blackness wherein there is a forced complicity in this American Dream. The bridge 

house itself still stands as an artifact of the infrastructure and culture that Tift left as his legacy, a 

legacy that Du Bois examines in Souls of Black Folks. 

Violence and Racial Caste: An Early Ethnography of Albany Dougherty County 

Du Bois shows us that the time between 1901-1903, when the book was published, black 

folks were still reeling from slavery, and as detailed in Black Reconstruction, were struggling. 

Adjacent to economics, or as a symbiotic partner to it, the culture, he claimed, had to deal with 

the problem of the color line.  

“Of the Black Belt,” the seventh chapter of W. E. B. Du Bois’ Souls of Black Folk 

provides another point of departure for this project both theoretically and in the selection of my 

case. Du Bois wanted to better understand the life of black folks after his emancipation which 

brought him on a trek through the South to a region he describes as mostly populated by black 

people. These folks, though no longer slaves, often still resided on the land their forefathers tilled 

during slavery under the threat of violence. Important to his narrative concerning the “Negro 

Problem,” was Albany, Ga., considered the capital of this “Southern Black Belt.” Albany was 

still reeling from the ills of the civil war, still ravaged by slavery’s legacy particularly on the 

economic interests of many of the locals. Based on his empirical data and through his use of 

poetics and music, he notes that “the Negro dimly personifies in the white man all his ills and 
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misfortunes” and, “the masters and the masters’ sons have never been able to see why the 

Negro[s]…are infected with the silly desire to rise in the world…” (1903, p. 315).  

Du Bois begins too with a description of Albany that echoes one described by the 

Daughters,  

The panic of 1837, which Jackson bequeathed to Van Buren, turned the planters from the 

impoverished lands of Virginia, the Carolinas, and east Georgia, toward the West. The 

Indians were removed to Indian Territory, and settlers poured into these coveted lands to 

retrieve their broken fortunes. For a radius of a hundred miles about Albany, stretched a 

great fertile land, luxuriant with forests of pine, oak ash, hickory, and poplar; hot with the 

sun and damp with the rich black swamp-land; and here the cornerstone of the Cotton 

Kingdom was laid. ((Dubois, 1903, p. 89)) 

 

Du Bois points both to economic origins in which Albany was founded and complementing the 

earlier narrative, the acknowledgment of removal of “Indians” making room for folks to pursue 

their interests. This broader context in which Albany was founded helps to contribute to a 

narrative of the conjunction that undergirds the culture of the region. In the following passage, 

Du Bois brings us into the time of his arrival,  

“Albany is today a wide-streeted, placid, Southern town, with a broad sweep of stores 

and saloons, and flanking rows of homes—whites usually to the north, and blacks to the 

south…And the half-desolate spirit of neglect born of the very soil seems to have settled 

on these acres….The whole land seems forlorn and forsaken.”(Dubois, 1903, p. 89) 

 

Attending to the soil, Du Bois is helping to illustrate what has become a terroir of violence that 

informed a state of being and drives in the city. The locating of black folks in the South is 

important given that today the South side experienced the greatest damages from flooding, even 

in the recent past with the flood of 1994 that decimated much of the region, with 31 lives lost and 

nearly 40,000 residents evacuated in a small city of fewer than 90,000 residents (WALB, 2019). 

Today the northwest is the most commercialized section of the city, with higher property values. 

Along with this the cultural conditions, the mood, the stickier and sludge-like conditions, Du 

Bois took note of the more material structural conditions. He describes an Americanized 
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feudalism grounded in a broader market society. The scene Du Bois describes is one where 

“Many of the former landowners left and left extended family in charge to collect rent…” which 

left the land is uncared for and in a poor state. Du Bois goes on to describe this system as 

something “Only black tenants can stand…and they only because they must” (Dubois, 1903, p. 

91). 

The residents Du Bois studies are, “hopelessly in debt, disappointed, and embittered”  

(Dubois, 1903, p. 100). Capturing the bitterness informed by race and a culture of honor, Du 

Bois tells this vignette of a local black man recalling a story of a black man.  

“…it was said a policeman had shot and killed [him] for loud talking on the sidewalk. 

And then he said slowly: ‘Let a white man touch me, and he dies; I don’t boast this,—I 

don’t say it around loud, or before the children,—but I mean it. I’ve seen them whip my 

father and my old mother in them cotton-rows till the blood ran; by—' and we passed 

on”(Dubois, 1903, p. 100) 

This vignette illustrates what Ousey and Lee  and others (M. Lee et al., 2003; M. R. Lee & 

Ousey, 2011; Loftin, 2003; Ousey, 2018) have illustrated when it comes to a Southern Culture of 

Violence. Here, there are layers of this honor and a willingness to use violence to protect it.  

As a result of Tift’s legacy and the broader conditions of the time, Du Bois observes and 

integrates the pressures of the economy, pointing out the conflict borne of external factors:  

“The Negro farmer started behind,—started in debt. This was not his choosing, but the 

crime of this happy-go-lucky nation which goes blundering along with its Reconstruction 

tragedies, its Spanish war interludes and Philippine matinees, just as though God really 

were dead. Once in debt, it is no easy matter for a whole race to emerge.(Dubois, 1903, p. 

115) 

 

In talking about debt and governance, Harney and Moten talk about debt as it concerns the black 

subject, this conception of a debt of existence that is unpayable and unmeasurable and that 

conditions the world and the black subject to persist as debt (Harney & Moten, n.d.). What Du 

Bois captures through his scenes is a slavery same in form, but different in the nature of the legal 
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technologies, themselves also violent, and he describes the legacy shown in the black folks still 

residing in Albany at the time,  

“They are ignorant of the world about them, of modern economic organization, of the 

function of government, of individual worth and possibilities,—of nearly all those things 

which slavery in self-defense had to keep them from learning. Much America is not 

another word for Opportunity to all her sons.”(Dubois, 1903, pp. 110–111 emphasis 

added)  

This observation makes clear the wedding of lack of opportunity structure and desire. Further, 

parallel to Tift’s earlier description of slaves being content, Du Bois describes the living 

conditions left in Tift’s wake and contextualizes why it might seem that the Negro seems content,   

“…families of eight and ten occupying one or two rooms, and for every ten rooms of 

house accommodation for the Negroes there are twenty-five persons. The worst tenement 

abominations of New York do not have above twenty-two persons for every ten rooms. 

Of course, one small, close room in a city, without a yard, is in many respects worse than 

the larger single country room. In other respects it is better; it has glass windows, a 

decent chimney, and a trustworthy floor…[but they are] used to such accommodations, 

[and] do not as a rule demand better; they do not know what better houses mean” 

(Dubois, 1903, p. 108) 

 

Here, he captures the material conditions but also nods toward the notion that there are prevailing 

rules, in the form of cultural norms, that restrict even the possibility of considering better—

violence that preconditions the very possibility of sense of something more.  

Presenting a greater focus on the irony of the system and hinting at how blackness 

precluded the possibility for a more productive system,  

“the landlords as a class have not yet come to realize that it is a good business investment 

to raise the standard of living among labor by slow and judicious methods; that a Negro 

laborer who demands three rooms and fifty cents a day would give more efficient work 

and leave a larger profit than a discouraged toiler herding his family in one room and 

working for thirty cents.” (Dubois, 1903, p. 108) 

What is paramount here is the illogic that Du Bois points out that persisted in what was 

considered a capitalistic market society, that anti-blackness, functioning both for the negro in the 

lack of demand and in the white as a lack of will to consider the possibility of demand, 
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ultimately has led to a loss of potential profit and productivity. Despite these conditions, the 

perspective on blackness itself is one that gives no room for reckoning, even framing it as white 

having it worse off. Du Bois notes one conversation presented to him by a local black resident 

who spoke with a white merchant one day,   

“’Why, you niggers have an easier time than I do,’ said a puzzled Albany merchant to his 

black customer. ‘Yes,’ he replied, ‘and so does yo’ hogs.’”(Dubois, 1903, p. 120) 

Du Bois lays out the resulting conditions from Tift’s predominant role in the region. 

Adding another layer to this account, Du Bois mentions that “In 1860, Dougherty County had six 

thousand slaves, worth at least two and a half millions of dollars; its farms were estimated at 

three millions,—making five and a half millions of property, the value of which depended largely 

on the slave system…” (Dubois, 1903, p. 95). These values are equivalent to approximately 

$78,288,554.22 for the slaves, $93,946,265.06 for the farms, and $172,234,819.28 in property in 

2020 dollars.  

Capturing the prevailing sentiment, one local Du Bois engages with states it plainly, 

 

“White man sit down whole year; Nigger work day and night and make crop; Nigger 

hardly gits bread and meat; white man sittin’ down gits all. It’s wrong.”(Dubois, 1903, p. 

116)  

This relationship and awareness is remnant of feudalism that is nested within a broader modern 

American society defined by capitalism, which helps to frame a localized terroir, something Du 

Bois contends with in Souls which is useful for integrating the components of Du Bois’ findings:  

“And what do the better classes of Negroes do to improve their situation? …Just as 

centuries ago it was no easy thing for the serf to escape into the freedom of town life, 

even so today there are hindrances laid in the way of county laborers. In in those vast 

stretches of land beyond the telegraph and the newspaper the spirit of the Thirteenth 

Amendment is sadly broken. This represents the lowest economic depths of the black 

American peasant; and in a study of the rise and condition of the Negro freeholder we 

must trace his economic progress from the modern serfdom.” (Dubois, 1903, p. 117) 
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Du Bois emphasizes a sort of institutional failure, specifically, state failure in reach and in legal 

power. Ultimately, Du Bois’ early ethnography captures the tethered nature of blackness and 

whiteness born of a certain regime of violence under the predominance of a capitalistic American 

Dream. 

 And still, as I argue in this dissertation, there remains a persistent state of violence, itself, 

I argue, that is a component of an American Dream and that relates to desire. Here Du Bois 

illustrates how the American Dream itself is a party to necropolitical process with connections to 

ancient times:  

“the unwritten law of the back districts and small towns of the South, that the character of 

all Negroes unknown to the mass of the community must be vouched for by some white 

man. This is really a revival of the old Roman idea of the patron under whose protection 

the new-made freedman was put. In many instances this system has been of great good to 

the Negro, and very often under the protection and guidance of the former master’s” 

(Dubois, 1903, p. 119) 

 

It is evident Du Bois was being tongue-in-cheek here when describing a “great good,” 

understanding that the good was simply the possibility of survival. Following this, he writes how,  

“A black stranger…is liable to be stopped anywhere on the public highway and made to 

state his business to the satisfaction of any white interrogator. If he fails to give a suitable 

answer, or seems too independent or ‘sassy,’ he may be arrested or summarily driven 

away.” (Dubois, 1903, p. 117) 

This reflects a literal clinging to whiteness for protection and a clinging to blackness for the 

maintenance of power and control. Still, black folks developed other measures of protection. Du 

Bois captures another set of contradictions that were necessary, that though the possibilities for 

financial success remained limited as he showed throughout Souls, moving to places like Albany 

provided a certain perceived security given the sheer number of black residents,  

“Only ten per cent of the adult population was born in the county, and yet the blacks 

outnumber the whites four or five to one. There is undoubtedly a security to the blacks in 

their very numbers,—a personal freedom from arbitrary treatment, which makes 

hundreds of laborers cling to Dougherty in spite of low wages and economic 

distress.”(Dubois, 1903, p. 118) 
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Relative security and forced contentment allowed for a sedimentation and stickiness of the 

terroir created, even with the mass movement of black folks to the region from others.  

Theorizing in The Wake: Du Bois and Worldmaking Consciousness 

In this same text, with this ground laid, Du Bois introduces his theory of double 

consciousness emphasizing the nature of the desires that befuddled former masters. While 

emphasizing a twoness as seen in the quote beginning this section, reading Du Bois more closely, 

reinforced through his sociological observations based on the lived experience of black people, 

he conveys an implicit need to survive underneath this “two-ness.” He described “a dogged 

strength” that kept black bodies being pulled and strained “…from being torn asunder,” which 

emphasizes a state of being as violent (Dubois, 1903, p. 5; Schinkel, 2004). 

Du Bois argued, or, rather, foretold, upon the liberation of former slaves that feelings of 

“revolt and revenge which stir up all the latent savagery of both races…” (Du Bois, 1901, p. 134) 

could lead to an increase in violence and crime in general. For Du Bois, especially given his 

early talk of a talented tenth, race along with class (and not enough about gender) interact in 

society’s structure to influence how means of attainment are used and imagined as well as the 

ends of those means.  

Double Consciousness and Perpetually Racialized Anomie 

While the first case of Du Bois deploying the term “double consciousness” is early in his 

book Souls of Black Folks, in the tenth chapter, he restates this idea, but somewhat differently, 

“From the double life every American Negro must live, as a Negro and as an American, 

as swept on by the current of the nineteenth while yet struggling in the eddies of the 

fifteenth century,—from this must arise a painful self-consciousness, an almost morbid 

sense of personality, and a moral hesitancy which is fatal to self-confidence. The worlds 

within and without the Veil of Color are changing, and changing rapidly, but not at the 

same rate, not in the same way; and this must produce a peculiar wrenching of the soul, a 

peculiar sense of doubt and bewilderment. Such a double life, with double thoughts, 

double duties, and double social classes, must give rise to double words and double 
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ideals, and tempt the mind to pretence or revolt, to hypocrisy or radicalism.” (1997 

[1903], p. 155–6) 

  

Like Durkheim who describes the burgeoning of anomie as an outcome of the evolution 

of society, Du Bois, as a result of his journey through the South, observed the changing society’s 

impact on black people. He acknowledges that as society seemingly evolved to become more 

modern, when it doesn’t reckon with historical baggage, in this case, related to racial 

stratification, these anomic conditions beget, “wrenching of the soul” that can “tempt the mind to 

pretense of revolt, to hypocrisy or radicalism” (Du Bois, 1903, p. 155). How institutions 

determine the acceptableness of violence and desire including the potential to desire relate to 

what is considered revolt, hypocrisy, and radicalism or honor. 

The creation and perpetuation of race, specifically when it comes to black and white folks 

in an American context, can be seen as a cultural and institutional outcome. This outcome is one 

where “colonized Africana people lost their earlier cultural identities” and “became identified by 

the color of their skin.” (Henry, 2006, p. 12; Moore, 2005) marking a departure from what had 

been and points to a moment where something unique finds its origins, origins which may have 

produced a double consciousness. This originating position is defined by a process by which 

“…the white colonizer projects the most reprehensible and forbidden aspects of himself onto the 

black man, thereby bringing about the stereotype of ‘the Negro’” and the normative dignitary 

privilege of being white (Pittman, 2016, n.p.). This referring back upon the cultural and structural 

creation of “the negro” provides a framework through which I think about institutions and their 

process of creating meaning given the origins of blackness and whiteness (Ahmed, 2007) and a 

particularly American dream. This mindfulness of the ontology of blackness may help to uncover 

aspects of desire and violence that by extension contributes to the understanding of how other 
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races draw and can draw their meaning and the acceptable tools for navigating society toward 

desired ends. 

The Ontological Turn and the Legacy of Slavery 

“Historically [referred] to an area or terrain, usually rather small, whose soil and 

microclimate impart distinctive qualities to food products…Figuratively, terroir can also 

designate a rural or provincial region that is considered to have a marked influence on 

its inhabitants.” (Barham, 2016, p. 131) 

The case for examining the ontology of race as a product of structure and culture and the 

workings of institutions should be convincing given the previous discussion of Tift and Du Bois. 

In the previous sections, I have attempted to illuminate just how the social has informed the 

notion of blackness. This examination is built upon Moten’s  suggestions that “blackness needs 

to be understood as operating at the nexus of the social and the ontological, the historical and the 

essential,”(2009, p. 187) with Thompson building on this notion providing that “blackness is 

para-ontological in that lived experiences of blackness both enact and escape the assignment of 

blackness to social death and non-being…it is escaped and it is what escapes” (2017, p. 268). 

Elsewhere, I have argued that in order to strengthen theories that understand violence as a means, 

there is a necessity for an ontological turn, which “calls for a looking back at the object/subject 

of focus in order to rebuild theoretical assumptions related to desire.” (Pratt, Jr., 2018, p. 188) 

The necessity to turn back is highlighted in work examining the legacy implications of 

slavery, specifically, lynching, anti-civil rights era violence, and racial violence today (see 

Messner, 2005; Peterson & Ward, 2015; Tolnay, Deane, & Beck, 1996 and others). Capturing 

slavery’s imprint, Saidiyah Hartman highlights the lingering damages today,    

“Slavery had established a measure of man and a ranking of life and worth that has yet to 

be undone.  If slavery persists as an issue in the political life of black America, it is not 

because of an antiquarian obsession with bygone days or the burden of a too-long 

memory, but because black lives are still imperiled and devalued by a racial calculus and 

a political arithmetic that were entrenched centuries ago. This is the afterlife of slavery--
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skewed life chances, limited access to health and education, premature death, 

incarceration, and impoverishment.”(Hartman, 2008, p. 6) 

 

It is important to pause here and point out how Hartman’s claim about slavery begs the questions 

of “how are institutions complicit in the determining of worth and the persistence of the logics 

associated with slavery and “racial calculus”? This question is especially relevant since as 

Thompson (2017) puts it,  

“ontologies bear the traces of their historical moment – even when those ontologies 

‘withdraw’ from mediation. It is an effect and vehicle of sedimented contextual 

knowledges, which ‘constitutes that which it presumes to merely apprehend” (p. 269) 

 

In my  analysis of Tift, I attempt to uncover these sedimented contextual knowledges that bear 

these “traces” that may illuminate the knowledges and practices around violence and desire 

today. I argue that more work must be committed to uncovering these connected processes that 

bleed into the ways in which race and it marries desire and violence continue to influence the 

nature of being today within institutions. 

Discussion: Of Terroir of Violence and Conditions of Revolt and Revenge   

I am inspired by Ward’s micro-climates to consider how place impacts notions of being 

and meaning, specifically around race. The concept of terroir, attempts to get to the 

accumulation upon a ground fertile with social factors that ultimately impacts what, in this case, 

who, is produced in a certain locality. It is inclusive of aspects of place around the accumulation 

of factors that still bear the trace of the originary. Conjoined with the particularized context of 

the south and emphasized by Du Bois’s discussion of the ground, this chapter helps to lay out a 

terroir of racial meaning that is conditioned by and conditions violence. This chapter functions 

both to provide a localized originary point and a subsequent theoretical originary point for 

reckoning with the prevailing American Dream. Terroir is useful as it not only includes 

environment, but like IAT, it captures the dynamic process that rely on relationality. It provides a 
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useful framework for continuing to think about the location, spread, and perpetuation of 

regionalized culture of violence.  

In essence, terroir captures the model of culture in action that establishes culture as 

dynamic as opposed to static and as I claim here, concerning race and desire, there are deeper 

ontological implications (Sampson & Bean, 2006). This also helps to connect the geography and 

location which allows for economic analysis and influences of culture as well.   

The place of blackness reinforced in the region, one with Tift as a sort of arbiter of black 

potential and being, can be captured in the reflection of Hartman’s Scenes,  

“The intimacy with death that was first experienced in the hold continues to determine 

black existence. The matrix of our dispossession encompasses the fungible and 

disposable life of the captive/slave; the uneven distribution of death and harm that 

produces a caesura in human populations and yields a huge pile of corpses; the 

accumulation, expropriated capacity, and extracted surplus constitutive of racial 

capitalism and modernity; and the premature death, social precarity, and incarceration 

that characterize the present. Our dispossession is ongoing. The hold continues to shape 

how we live. (Hartman, 2016, p. 208) 

 

This chapter prepares us for the next given the observations here of the development of a system 

of black fungibility and culture that informs the practices related to the maintenance of such 

system with at its end lies an American Dream—defined by “the accumulation, expropriated 

capacity, and extracted surplus constitutive of racial capitalism and modernity” (Hartman, 2016, 

p. 208).  

In this chapter, I have attempted to 1) provide alternative analysis of IAT via critique of 

the theory itself and through the use of a historical figure, 2) add to body of work on race and the 

nature of desire based on Du Bois’ double consciousness, 3) extend this work to engage with the 

ontologizing power of violence with violence as a marker of said power. In general, this chapter 

presents a useful theoretical critique situated in a historical biographical analysis. In addition, it 

adds to a body of studies on smaller cities and geographies that often get overlooked with a focus 
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on larger more urban areas that may help to see where culture works and how it does through 

considering a more entrenched and complex terroir. 

Du Bois spoke of a revolt and revenge, and here I have hoped to add clarity to an 

originary point or a climatic point, at least locally, of such an orientation to violence, desire, and 

blackness. I have relied on second readings of historical moments and existing historical media 

that help to illuminate the economic, racial, and violent conditions of a time with the state was 

shifting. I additionally contribute to political science conversations on state power and violence.  

This integration along with the recognition of economic motivations given the use of anomie 

help to further contend with what may be blackness in the body politic. Through this set of 

analyses, I argue that here is the moment and place to contend with an American dream as it was 

with blackness being at its core. By considering this, IAT can be redeveloped with an 

imagination of the dream that is constituted by the devaluation of black being and as Tift has 

framed, by institutions being tainted by the introduction of black folks into them despite their 

contribution to the development of the economy.  

Undergirding the rest of this dissertation is the idea that violence is not and has not been 

static, that it is not simply located in one person or one act—violence, like molten lava, is 

transformative, moving, touching burning, and as it hardens, changes the very identity of the 

object and subject, warping what a thing once was. Capturing this idea of violence best is the 

notion of slow violence, particularly the slow violence of state organized race crime, the title of 

Ward’s 2014 article in Theoretical Criminology that attempts to recognize and reckon with the 

more hidden or obscured instances of violence—the hauntings, the dark shadow, the red 

record—that may expose some of the fundamental compositional components of violence as a 

phenomenon. This violence, in conjunction with more spectacular instances of violence, is 
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essential to the understanding of the basic conception of violence, but more, what violence does 

and has done and how its stickiness helps us understand how institutions help make the world 

and its subjects. The lack of complete local archives that focused on Tift in Albany and limited 

oral histories reinforces what can be considered a violence of the deaccumulation of a certain 

cultural capital given the impact and necessity of memory and memory work to better reckon 

with the legacies of the past. Future [research?] should build on these histories, work to collect 

more, and uncover those lost in the mass and clutter of the archive.  
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Chapter 3: Conflict and Reckoning: State Failure and the Albany Movement  

“…premature death persists as one of the definitive markers of blackness…We still bear the mark 

of the commodity: the lockdown of the hold, the chokehold, arms in the air, walk backwards, 

makes it impossible to breathe.” –Saidiya Hartman (2007, pp. 210) 

 

Now, we approach as currents collide. We enter the civil rights era, a moment on the 

heels of marked black economic progress, even in Albany with its own Harlem—a local black 

economic district—sustained alongside persistent racialized violence and anti-black state power 

and economics driven still by Du Bois’ revolt and revenge. Exposed here will be a persistent 

double consciousness that infects and informs politics given the ontological implications of 

blackness. The Albany Movement in the wake of Tift and Du Bois’ exploration, is another scene 

that helps us see a dynamic moment, a certain life trajectory of violence within a terroir of 

violence with its micro-climate of racial meaning. 

The focus here will be the event of the Albany Movement which was an important 

turning point during the American Civil Rights Movement of the 60s. This particular movement 

was considered by some to be a failure, but for many, it was a moment to learn what would and 

would not work. The lessons from this movement provided insight and lessons for future 

movements that met their set out aims. The particular movement saw an attempt at developing 

power and confronting violence on a sodden ground already informed by violence developed 

through attempts at reaching an American Dream infected by anti-blackness.  

Background: Black Subjects and Possibilities of Violence 

Hartman makes the firm claim that there is a persistence of black death which aligns with 

Douglass who earlier claimed that,  

“negro, is at this hour the most pregnant word in the English language. The destiny of the 

nation has the negro for its pivot…Peace and war, union and disunion, salvation and ruin, 

glory and shame all crowd upon our thoughts the moment this vital word is 

pronounced.”(F. Douglass, 1863, p. 2) 



 

63 
 

 

Hartman, in her essay “The Dead Book Revisited,” is instructive when she asks us, “how do we 

attend to black death? How do find life where only the traces of destruction remain?” (2016, p. 

208). I think questions she presents, in their nature and assumptions of blackness, do work to 

force a rupture of the limits of traditional methods opening new ways of seeing phenomena given 

the subject of the black subject and their capacity to desire. She responds suggesting the tool of 

critical fabulation which extracts narrative from gaps in the archive. She demonstrates the use of 

this tool by fixating on the death and lives of two girls murdered at sea during the Atlantic slave 

trade. The scene she describes is not simply one that bring to fore the human condition alone, but 

given the fungibility of the black body, the lives of these girls are actuarial since black flesh was 

and has been an object of an established economy (Cervenak & Carter, 2017; Hartman, 2008; 

Hartman, 2016).  

Critical fabulation is using theory with narrative to pump life into the gaps that persist in 

the archive. This method and process allows for a critical look at death and living, and centrally, 

violence, through the stretching of already thin records that describe the lives of those seen as 

objects. These objects are those whose lives are defined by violent control and subjugation—

lives as violence and chattel. This method, by using the historical moment, reflexivity within it, 

and radical interpretation given the lack of narrative around life and death, contributes to 

historical, cultural, and violence oriented scholarship as seen Scenes of Subjection and the essay 

“Venus in Two Acts” (Hartman, 2016). By reading between the lines of historical narrative, these 

works expose gaps in the life stories using them as data for making claims on the realm of 

possibilities of having social lives given the implications of the state and its role in allowing for 

and protecting the social in the first place. Projects that explore the hidden or the factors that 

undergird the written word, particularly law, bolster the need for additional inquiry into the 
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values that shape the possibilities of living beings. Lynch (2002) is among those who expand the 

landscape for exploring how individuals, specifically, pedophiles and predators, exist in the 

minds of those that represent and shape the state and its powers—lawmakers. Read with 

Hartman, this work helps develop a better understanding of law in action and broadly, law in 

society, particularly as preconditioned by the cultural mores of the/a time. A line that concludes 

Scenes that draws in the state, law, and the place of violence and shown here, living as a violent, 

captures what can be seen through fabulation using Plessy:  

“As Plessy evinced, sitting next to a black person on a train, sleeping in a hotel bed 

formerly used by black patron, or dining with black party seated a nearby table not only 

diminished white enjoyment but also incited fears of engulfment and contamination.” 

(Saidiya Hartman, 1997, p. 206) 

 

Similarly, this chapter relies on critical fabulation and extending the written word as part of a set 

of interpretive methodological tools given the grounding established in Chapter 1. The work of 

excavating and building the archive, as we consider and rely on it for data continues. This 

chapter serves in part to do some of each.  

I rely heavily on Hartman here as she sets the scene in many ways for further theorizing 

the notion of violence in the world given black bodies. In her texts, using “scenes of subjection”, 

she exposes the performances and the ways they illustrate a sort of violence and control and how 

those moments permeate the contemporary establishing markers of blackness (Morton & 

Hartman, 2001). Therefore, here, with this line of thinking about history and the archive, this 

chapter functions to expose how those markers from Tift’s era, as exhumed, studied, and 

catalogued in part by Du Bois, allows for an analysis of the case of the Albany Movement. While 

there are records of this movement, unlike movements more frequently broadcast and used as 

models of movement success, the Albany Movement, as described by some as a failure and one 

that challenged the momentum of the time, lacks some of the historical material useful for 
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cataloguing the phenomenon of violence. This lacuna explains and reinforces the lack of 

scholarship, particularly criminological, around this movement and region. And, this lacuna 

makes since makes sense given the historical disinvestment, deaccumulation, and other structural 

factors that, given an aversion to blackness and a legacy of anti-black violence (Womack, 2013).  

This chapter specifically seeks to build on what has been and expose the fertile ground 

ripe for more exploration. Therefore, here, I frame the movement as both event of the 

conjuncture of, in this case a fundamental conflict among, state power, desire, and blackness. I 

also consider this movement as a component in a dynamic continuum grounded in the context of 

the same moving conjuncture. The event of the Albany Movement, I argue, like other 

movements, functioned beyond its stated ends in attempting to remove a certain legally inscribed 

mark of the anti-humanity of slavery (Kelley, 1996, 2002). I seek to show how institutions, 

particularly the state is recalled as complicit in solidifying further that mark of inhuman—a space 

between being as object and being as human; that is, black—through a certain use of non-

violence as violence. Nestled in between the earlier movements toward the middle and end of the 

1950s and before the climax of the later Civil Rights Movement, the Albany Movement is 

important and an understudied moment that impacts blackness and violence. Here I attempt to 

begin reckoning with its legacy.  

The Albany Movement as Data, Site, and Event  

The actual source of data for this chapter is not simply archival data. The data here should 

be understood as that of memory of site and of event. Giliberti in discussing civil rights 

memorials, recognizes the centrality of the black belt region in considering “the history of 

transformation of the American memorial” (2013, p. 157). Similar to Giliberti, I rely on memory 

and the oral histories that express them as artifacts that are themselves experienced as opposed to 
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tools for exploration alone. The analysis that follows extends from a Fanonian psychoanalytic 

framework discussed in the introduction of this dissertation, one that imagines what that 

confrontation with the white world as the other, or something below the other, implies for the 

psyche (Fanon & Markmann, 1962) and to draw Fanon further through Wynter, how the body 

exists in a world made by memories of anti-blackness as event (Wynter, 2001).  

I am not interested in normative views of history, but instead, I am vested in these stories, 

“as a means of understanding how individuals lived through and dealt with history” (Hirst & 

Manier, 2008, p. 197). Here, I unpack what James Baldwin in conversation with Niki Giovoni 

states about the blackness claiming, “It is not the world that was my oppressor only. What the 

world does to you…You become a collaborator, an accomplice of your own murderers. You think 

it is important to be white or shameful to be black and you have no corroboration around you for 

any other sense of life…” (James Baldwin; Nikki Giovanni, 1971, p. 17) 

Movements are important to the understanding of culture particularly given what Isaac 

offers, “movements gain their dynamism, their ability to move, through their production of, use 

and change in culture,” but also, movements too receive and are preconditioned by culture while 

“mov[ing] across generations in the cultural production of collective memory.” (Isaac, 2014, p. 

56). Therefore, in examining this movement, I capture desired ends associated with a prevailing 

Americanized culture—the American Dream.  

This framing allows for a rereading of movements for rights not as simply attending to 

this broader American Dream and the rights and ideas associated, but also attending to this other 

desire, freedom, a liberation, a fundamental escape from the possibility of “not”—something 

beyond fungibility that can only be lived through as black (F. Moten, 2013; Fred Moten, 2009; 
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Pratt, Jr., 2018; Thompson, 2017). This philosophical framing of blackness has material 

implications on the framing of oral histories, stories, and myths told of movements.  

Now, we take off from 1903 and move to 1960-1963. We see what Du Bois noticed; an 

Albany that was firmly segregated, even to the extent of what Arthur W. (a pseudonym), a local 

leader in the Albany Movement, described in an oral history from the Albay Civil Rights 

Institute:  

AW: If you were to come up with a definition of segregation, discrimination, bigotry, 

hatred, and racism I would say Southwest Georgia was that definition. Everything was 

totally segregated; racism was rampant. The Ku Klux Klan would have regular rallies 

right through the heart of town. Blacks were arrested and sent off to jail in small towns 

and never to be heard from again. (ACRI Oral History Project, 2004-2007) 

 Voices like his illuminate how at this significant historical moment with an already embedded 

culture in the region, the Albany Movement was an instance where the state met the question of 

the color line. This intersection also shapes what the position of race is when it comes to violence 

and desire and a potential to be able to exist in a certain way in society. Institutional conflicts 

over meaning have helped define the lived experiences of all people, particularly black folks. I 

ask centrally, how do the vestiges of a violent past show themselves during this historical 

moment? How do the conditions that were cultivated by Tift and catalogued by Du Bois become 

challenged and counter-challenged? Ultimately, I ask, in exposing violence, “where and how is 

violence used as a tool and at the same time a persistent factor in seeing the potential for black 

folks being as deserving of and a part of the constitution of the/an American Dream?” 

In sum, this chapter introduces the Albany Movement as critical point in Albany whereby 

normative structures and culture were pressed against given claims associated with race and 

being that extend from the ontologizing of violence in Tift’s era. This chapter illustrates how this 

confrontation of localized state power helped both illuminate and obscure questions of blackness 

and being, particularly given claims of failure. Here, there is also the introduction of class as 
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distinct factor also informed by race and influencing technologies of violence and their 

reification even within black circles. 

1: Myths of the Albany Movement: Complications on Being and Disputing as Black 

Reading criminology through culture…is about poking and provoking the collective conscience 

in the information age, about making myths conscious and about the reconfiguration of 

knowledge production in the larger discipline. (Kane, 2004, p. 305) 

 

Similar to the Albany Dougherty County Library and the Thronateeska Heritage Center 

that held much of the records of Tift and Albany’s History used for Chapter 1, the younger 

Albany Civil Rights Institute (ACRI) had too been in the midst of movement. The then director 

on his way out, infrastructural issues (there were actual water leaks that damaged material in the 

institutions), scattered records, and a focal point for my own work, oral histories seemingly lost 

among computers that for years preceding and during data collection staff had told me were still 

“scrambled with some virus or something” due to the work of some kids welcomed into the 

center for one summer years ago. I spent hours scouring the few written transcripts from an oral 

history project that spanned from approximately 2004-2007. In the archive rooms where these 

histories were housed, there remains a trove of transient records—trinkets, funeral flowers, 

programs, and more—that mark lives lived and sacrificed during and for this Albany Movement. 

In my time in the field, about two years, some of these artifacts were carried out for a few 

programs, with an average audience of 40 or 50, enough to fill a medium classroom, speckled 

with seniors that lived the stories and their now often great grandchildren.  

The ACRI felt alive, particularly as I saw familiar names often heard in conversations 

with my own grandmother who was not allowed to participate in the movement by her father 

who was fearful of the white power structure at the time. The people who frequented the few 
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events held at the ACRI4 in most cases had intimate experiences with the history the center kept 

warm—the events, places, people, and objects that tell the Albany Movement story. Pseudonyms 

in the chapters may be some of the people that I encountered in person and some who were 

friends, relatives, and close associates of the yet living vessels that carried song and vision for 

the Movement—many of their words will be used for future work building back the archive.  

This particular movement has a complicated history. Even today, some elders share a sort 

of disdain for a central figure of the movement, Martin King, Jr., and his involvement, which 

some argued distracted from local work. Even today, the narrative around the Albany Movement 

has been described as one that was a failure by both scholars and leaders of the broader 

movement. Yet, there are those who remained in the area who saw some success and progress 

(Griswold, 2011). In addition, as engaged with many seniors, there was an outright reluctance to 

discuss the movement. Those stories, while compelling, are beyond the scope of this project but 

add to a future body of work that will explore this movement and its implication for race, and in 

particular, class.  

Polletta (2013) and Kelley (2002), both examine the way culture impacted the world that 

these movements happened and consider how folks organized given a certain culture. Polletta, 

considers specifically the organizational style and implications of how goals are framed in the 

first place. Kelley teases out the radical imaginations that persisted even in the face of “failures” 

that may be better called momentary impediments to the project of freedom. Together they both 

offer complications for a black and white analysis of win/loss. These analyses help one consider 

the place of both goals and methods, that is, ends and means that may align with the broader 

American Dream and include violence as end and means given the violent state of being for 

 
4 I cite oral histories as ACRI Oral History Project and use the range 2004-2007 given the lack of 

clear records of when exactly each record was collected.  
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black folks. In a way, this framing of success versus failure is one that too is caught up in a 

teleological bind that lies at the center of my project here: there more to the method of violence 

when we deconstruct the supposed cultural impetus, an “American Dream”. For the movement 

and the historical moment that it became, to what degree did violence persist as a result of this 

supposed teleology—one at least informed by the conditions set by Tift? 

Along with Kelley, Polletta, and Barkan’s mid 1980s work is illuminating in showing 

that, instead of successes directly, there is a necessity to complicate what resistances movements 

faced in the for white responses. Barkan specifically adds to the complexity of the ebb and flow 

of movement strength confronting a more linear narrative of success and failure (1984). Barkan 

suggests that civil rights forces were defeated in instances where white resistance was legalistic, 

one form of violence, as opposed to spectacularly5 violent (Barkan, 1984). In his work there is 

the recurring theme of the legal that preconditions the world in which black folks then were 

fighting against, that is a legal infrastructure informed by anti-blackness and a marked race 

specific state failure. I want to push Barkan further and suggest the forces fighting for rights of 

black folks were not simply defeated, they were already always losing while remaking the 

potential for violence along with and up against the forces of whiteness. This is evident through 

Barkan’s own words,  

“…civil rights forces did not have the power to win major successes by themselves, or to 

compel federal intervention, when confronted by intransigent white resistance relying on 

the legal process.” (Barkan, 1984, p. 553) 

 

While he frames the state as a third party, separate from white intransigents and civil rights 

forces, I argue that white intransigents were instead part and parcel of a localized state with 

 
5 Ward provides a useful discussion of the focus on spectacular violence and the need for 

examination on slow violence, a violence where “harms are more attritional, dispersed, and hidden” as 
opposed to more spectacular instances like lynchings and police shootings (2014, p. 2) 
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power to tamp the movement given the fundamental nature of beings—black folks—calling for 

rights.  

The embodied institutional forces bourn of Tift and his cultural legacy contributed to 

what Barkan describes as legalistic white resistance that ultimately can be read as a form of state 

sanctioned violence (Barkan, 1984). My purpose here is not to relitigate claim of failure or to 

determine success in achieving rights, but instead my purpose is to illuminate, as I have hoped to 

do so far, what had been, and how that moment was infected with the conditions of the past and 

subsequently infected the conditions of the latter two periods central in my study.  

In essence, I argue relying on primarily critical readings of literature on movement and 

historical accounts three key figures in the city that the movement was more than about rights. 

The case is, that before one can have rights there must be an ontology that allows for an appeal to 

humanity or the idea of the human. I introduce the concept of ontological aversion to capture the 

dynamic, a fluid and constant resistance, against the ultimate form of blackness—a specter that 

informs ontology and bourn in part of chattel slavery grounded in a conceptualization of the 

human in enlightenment.  

2: Legal Structure, the Social Plane, and Perversions of Church and State  

In on recounting of the naming of the movement in its relative infancy, there is that 

persistent reminder of capitalistic interests impacting motives. The following illustrates what 

Martin Luther King, Jr. in his academic work described as “hoping against hope” (Henderson & 

King, 1967; Pratt, Jr., 2018). It is also clear that Albany experienced qualitatively significant and 

high rates of anomie as it concerned the goal of the movement itself.  

AW: There is such a thing as something provincial happening. Uh, there is such a thing 

as luck; there is a such a thing as destiny. There are these things that are predestined. 

Every city that they went into, they did not get the same response that they got in Albany. 

Did they feel as though Albany was ready to be a proving ground, a testing ground for the 
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Civil Rights Movement involving masses of people? I don’t think so. …when [King] 

looked at Albany, he said, ‘oh, no. I don’t want to come down there…you guys are not 

planning, you’re not organized. (ACRI Oral History Project, 2004-2007) 

AW present what was an uncertainty and lack of firmness on goals of the local movement 

exacerbated by an unprepared local group. Merton’s concept of opportunity structures is also 

useful here. The ground already set leading up to the movement was a continued deprivation of 

resources, including for many, cultural capital. In addition, many of the leaders, who later 

became “local” came from out of town, there were several factors that diminished collective 

efficacy within the movement itself.  

AW: We were absolutely over ambitious and looking back on it we did make some serious 

mistakes because of inexperience and the absence of any experience Civil Rights leaders. 

Mind you, I didn’t have any experience. 

 

As mentioned early, the Albany Movement is a case unlike others heavily studied in that it was 

considered to be a failure, not meeting its direct aims. Yet, as described earlier, there is a need for 

nuance when considering what “failure” is in the context of movements. The localized white 

resistance to the requirements of the 14th Amendment can be read either as state failure, given the 

persistence of local racialized violence and a culture of control, or it can be read itself as state 

violence and state power given that, as I argue, Tift and the prevailing regional culture are all 

extensions of the state. This is evidenced by the movement’s broader relationship with the legal 

system,  

“…the legal system proved a mixed blessing. At the federal level, the Supreme Court, the 

Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals, and a few District Judges rendered many decisions 

favorable to the movement’s aims. At the state and local levels, however, the law served 

as an effective instrument of social control…In the South these problems were especially 

severe because of the particular historical and social context in which the civil rights 

effort found itself. The entire legal machinery of the South became a tool for social 

control…”(Barkan, 1984, p. 554) 

One such example of this legal structure at the local level is seen best at the intersection of 

religion and the movement when the Albany Movement organized a prayer vigil.  
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“…the city obtained a temporary injunction at midnight on the 20th from Federal District 

Judge J. Robert Elliott, prohibiting all marching, picketing, and congregating. As a result, 

the planned vigil did not take place, as King, the featured speaker, refused to violate the 

order of a federal judge (Lewis, 1970). That night, however, 160 blacks were arrested in a 

protest march for defying the injunction. Two days later 47 more were arrested for 

marching….An NAACP official put it well: ‘Albany was successful only if the goal was 

to go to jail’ (in Miller, 1968:13)” (Barkan, 1984, p. 557) 

 

Here, we also see the infiltration of economic logics and practices in what was supposed to be 

the justice system, an extension of the state. Instead of justice since, “$200 [was] required for 

most of those arrested, the Movement had to obtain some $200,000 in bail money” (Barkan, 

1984, p. 558). The finances, along with other trials of black folks in the movements presented 

opportunities for the state to display its power to maintain order and social control.  

Merton’s concept of opportunity structures is relevant here, particularly when we get to 

the nature of the basic ability to persist. AW highlights the influence of these laws and symbols 

that formed an environment of control:  

AW: Jim Crow laws were not just written on the law books requiring that the races be 

segregated but there were signs; there were constant reminder signs, white and colored 

or it would be white men, white women, colored.  

 

He continues and emphasizes the constraints the laws and their symbolic reminders attempted to 

place on the nature of identity:  

AW: That is there was no distinction made between a black female and a black male. The 

sign would be white men, white women and colored. 

 

What he identifies here is an un-gendering that is required of those that exist as black. Gender, 

simply, performs as a function of the reproduction of black bodies that perform and work, rather 

than live for themselves. Patrice Douglas captures this well in stating “…gender for the Black 

exposes how Black bodies are possessed, not by their individual or collective (gender) 

identifications, but by the investments or valuations placed upon gender as a genre for 

designating Human distinction or “kind.”(2021, p. 91) Here, with this signage, gender had no 
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importance for distinguishing kind as all blacks or negros are reduced to that of something below 

other and with utility for work and reproduction of workers.   

While the signage during Jim Crow was well known, seen in museums and 

documentaries, through his oral history interview, Washington notes an air of hopelessness and 

need to acquiesce to the nature of things as they were: 

AW: And while many of us and I’m including myself did not particularly care for the 

laws that kept the races apart. We did not care for segregated facilities but we had come 

to accept it, probably out of futility, did not realize that there is a better way.…if there 

was a black who needed to utilize a restroom facility while stopping for gas, they would 

be directed to the nearest patch of wood. Those were humiliating experiences but 

experiences that many of us came to accept because we did not know any difference and 

we did not know how to change it so we just sort of, if you would, went along with it.  

 

This notion of “a better way” and this description of futility brings to fore the powerful 

influence of opportunity structures, even by those who helped lead a movement. Akin to 

Swidler’s toolkit model along with Merton, the nature of how the world is even seen and moved 

through was limited, not only because of the material conditions, but further because there was a 

type of veil over the potential for something different. This type of impact, on the very 

fundamental nature of movement in the world, can be considered violence. 

Infections of Capital, Race, and a Southern Culture of Violence 

Bolstering the sentiment that Albany was structured by race, Bob Herald, another 

significant figure interviewed about the movement discussed how race impacted the institution of 

the family.  

BH: …we were taught for survival reasons by parents as though a cliché stay in your 

place to live…because there were certain places that you were not welcome and they 

knew it and they survived it and tolerated it and taught the same to the children 

 

On the surface, this lesson is about adaptation and realizing the ecological conditions. Yet, upon 

a second reading and considering culture as worldmaking, there is baggage of seeing and 
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knowing and bearing the debt of two worlds. There was a persistent marginalization from the 

inability to go to certain sectors of the town. 

Aligned with this context of racial caste and persistent marginalization, there is also a 

layer of economics. Bob Herald goes on to outline how the structures that provided space for the 

development of culture and formed the grounds for movements, the church, were also being 

impacted.   

BH: And after the Civil Rights began and some of the churches at the time were in debt, 

had mortgages against their properties and they were told…in essence that if they 

entertained the Movement or any segment of it, they would foreclose on them and it 

scared some of them…well, I guess the majority, they refused to accept, you know, the 

Movement coming to their place.   

BH, a pastor himself, faced and resisted that infection and influence of capital, “…I welcomed it, 

come on in, if you close us, it’s just got to close it…” His sentiment displays a type of 

confrontation with violence in the midst of a conflict with the overarching status of black folks. 

In a sense, BH acts as violence and performs a violence through his will to go against the 

systems of control that themselves were a function of the broader American Dream ethos. BH 

also echoes scripture cited often in the movement and demonstrates the psyche of resistance that 

informed the nature of organizing that employs a radicalized Christian doctrine to spring forward 

the movement. In the midst of this discourse about the role of churches, Herald echoes Matthew 

18:20 “For where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of 

them”. He mentions how this scripture for him was an organizing force that kept him and the 

movement going. In essence, it helped to symbolize the centrality of a religion as a tool to 

reframe conceptions of space and togetherness counter to individualism.  Here is an example of a 

resistance even further to this American Dream ethos through a demonstration of how scripture 

forms an impenetrability, or an invulnerability to violence against the church, or more accurately, 

the spirit that is the church, that would provide a type of salvation for black folks that suffered. 
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Finally, BH shows even further the impact of state power, the institution with a 

fundamental monopoly on violence, and its contribution to a creation of structure around race 

even with the military, a component defined by its reliance on violence and the objectifying of 

the human body for colonial and imperial interests:  

BH: “Now even I’m a veteran of World War II and when I went to be inducted It was on a 

bus…then whites could sit; you had to stand. Now I’m going to defend the American way 

of life but I had to stand going to Ft. Benning and they had two places, Ft. Benning for 

the blacks, Ft. McPherson for the whites.” 

He goes on to point out that even where there were shared spaces, spaces that were often already 

in poor condition, particularly in the significantly black populated areas like Albany, there was 

still segregation,  

BH: …for the blacks even here in Albany they had a little bus station, very inadequate, 

but it was still segregated. You had the restroom syndrome, white men, you, white ladies, 

colored…all had to go in the same place. 

In health too was society structured, 

BH: there is a prayer room at the hospital; blacks couldn’t go into there to pray; they had 

to get their own prayer room. 

The conditions were not simply separate, they were already poor and further unequal by race. 

Yet, even in shared spaces, there was still the persistent psychic structuration—a historico racial 

schema that defined both identity and meaning of place—a microclimate steeped by a terroir of 

violence. AW and BH reflect the stories of others who provide oral histories for the archive. I 

next turn to include some of these in now further analyzing the conditions that emanated from 

the confrontation of Tift’s legacy.  

3: Representations of Race and Violent of Normalcy  

Heard often in the narratives from the archive is the discussion of “terrible Terrell” a 

county over from where Albany is located. This was a location that was claimed to be the place 
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where black residents were taken from the city and brutalized, a tradition that was demonstrated 

during the Camilla Massacre of 1868 (Nelligan, 2009). As mentioned in the previous Chapter, 

there was a strength in number and proximity of black folks to each other in Albany, yet outside 

was another case. But, capturing even more deeply the infective protective nature of the 

institution of the family, Howard L. discussed his family’s relationship with a white landowner:  

Howard L.: every day at 12 o’clock when the bell rang they would come up dinner and 

then this overseer, he would make it his business to come by every day by the time he had 

to sit down and start eating good and call him out… So dad would go out and he [would] 

spend anywhere from 15 to 20 minutes talking about what he had done that morning, 

what he was going to do that evening. By the time he got back in his food would be cold 

so one day he called dad out and I said to my mamma, “why did that white guy call dad 

out every day and he got all the morning to ride around and see him and he called him 

out every day and dad’s food get cold” …And I just jumped up from the table, stopped 

eating and went out there and called him by his name and said “why did you do it” and 

dad reached back and slapped me, bingo, and I just rolled for a while and got up crying 

This description is one that illustrates not only a devaluation of the role of the family in the 

interest of the economy, but also how blackness too contributed to the black family being 

weakened. He goes on to note that because his dad had to provide for a family of 8, reputation 

was important. He noted that any day that the overseer could spread the narrative that his dad 

“…got a sassy boy” which would have caused him to lose his job and work. The threat of loss is 

clearly a consistent a theme the reflects the necro-political role of anti-blackness built in due in 

part to an agriculture-based economic system that relied on land.  

 Evident here is the interweaved relationship a community and culture defined by 

agriculture-based economics, a culture of honor, and still sweltering race relations come together 

to illustrate a southern culture of violence. This Southern culture of violence, with its vestiges in 

ante-bellum cultural orientations shared by Tift, is one whereby violence, in many ways, 

functioned as a tool of economic protection, honor/respect insurance, and a form of control. 

Here, maintaining honor was part and parcel of a calculus given the necro-political place of 
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white elites who owned the land and resources used to sharecrop. A diminishing of honor could 

be a death sentence not solely for the individual, but his kin. 

I want to juxtapose this narrative against that of Daniel Jones, a white man who was an 

elected city leader during the Albany Movement. Daniel Jones spoke about the culture after 

WWII leading up to the civil rights movement. In particular, he highlighted the economic shifts, 

one that reinforced an already fraught economy for black folks at the time. Specifically, he noted 

that the shift from agriculture went toward sales, and that these transitions “threw many people 

out of work”. This shift also grew Albany’s population from 27,000 in 1941 to nearly 70k and 

shifted the black population, which was around 40 percent, to 60-70%. Despite this description, 

Daniel noted that Albany’s economy “always has been progressive” (it is unclear what he meant 

by that seemingly meaning prosperous) though social conditions were clearly not as such. 

Interviewer: What was daily life like in Albany when it was a segregated community? 

 

DJ.: It was a such a way of life that I didn’t think about it. …I was rather insensitive to it. 

It was only after I became associated with the city government that I began to realize that 

the depth of it actually. …we were born and raised under it and so it seemed to be the 

natural way of life to me.  

 

Here lies a leaning to a normalization of the culture and environment Tift left, particularly as 

associated with race.   

Interviewer: Could you tell me about your interactions with black people? 

 

DJ.: At, at, at the time that I was practicing law, there was no social interaction with 

black people. The contact that most white people had with black people was in the 

workplace. I did not employ blacks; I had none in my employ. The only contact I really 

had with black folk was in court when the court would instruct me to represent an 

indigent defendant in a criminal case which the court did in those days. Then I would, I 

would represent their case and, of course, in that way the black people I met largely were 

uneducated and, and the criminals so I didn’t really have a broad view of black people. I 

did know; there was an editor here of the black newspaper. I can’t recall his name. I know 

him; he was very intelligent and I, a few others, but by in large my contact with black 

folks was not the better element you might say. You got that kind of element in the black 

people and in the white people and I had the same experience with white people.  
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Daniel, like many others, embraced the normalized conditions of racial segregation and 

only through being called to represent black folks in indigent defense cases, did he recall 

interacting with black people, that is, outside of the editor of the Southwest Georgian. Yet, 

despite his apparently shoddy memory, when pressed further, the cultural milieu becomes 

clearer:  

Interviewer: You had no contact in [any] manner?  

 

DJ.: Let me think a minute because naturally I would be served by black people. You 

want me to address that? 

 

Interviewer: How did you ever come in contact with them? How did they interact with 

you?  

 

DJ.: I did, I did, of course, have contact with black folks in the workplace at service 

stations or in stores where they worked or when the delivered things to the house that we 

ordered; they were always pleasant, always deferential; I never had any confrontation 

that I recall with black folks about anything, particularly about race and I, I know now 

that they were concerned about those things, but it never manifested itself in any contact 

that I had with black people at that time. It came later. I, I think part of the problem was 

that they were afraid to it; that as time passed black people gathered more and more 

courage to speak out for their aspirations…until the Martin King demonstrations, I really 

saw little manifestation… It was, you might say, a relation of master and servant; that’s 

sort of what I would say. Even though they didn’t work for me that was still the 

relationship.  

 

In this instance, the ignorance of how black folks felt about their status and conditions by Daniel 

is contradictory to the realization of the master-slave dynamic that persisted into the later 1950s 

and early 1960s. What his words illuminate, though, is that it was not simply a product of lack of 

interaction that dictated segregation, but there is a complicity by those who feigned a type of 

ignorance given their own embracing of slave master identity.  

When it comes to desire and being, one of the focuses of this dissertation, Daniel 

discusses his perception how black folks were still desirous of a type of freedom but were afraid. 

This perspective lays the groundwork for an even deeper revelation on the persistence of a type 
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of local culture that Tift developed and reinforced. Remember, Tift too emphasized the 

contentment of black folks while framing them as inferior and as tools. Daniel, despite his 

understanding that “there were white people who accorded them courtesy and treated them as 

human beings” still only those, “who were regarded as very liberal” understood that black folks 

were “down[trodden]”. Daniel best highlights this when discussing early acts of resistance that 

occurred in Montgomery and other places around the nation,  

Interviewer: Do you remove your personal reactions when things started happening in 

Montgomery and other places?  

 

Daniel J.: During that period, I was disturbed about what I regarded as lawlessness…I 

thought at the time that what the blacks were doing was indefensible because they were 

disturbing the peace; they were upsetting everybody and, of course, they were; thats what 

they wanted to do but I laid blame on them at that time.  

 

Identifying with Tift, who later hired a black bridge builder, Daniel suggests he changed 

to better embrace black folks. But, when thinking about the connectivity of cultural norms of 

then (1960s) and then (1860s), there is a pattern of framing acts of liberation as moments of 

communal harm, a type of violence that ruptured the ontological status of black folks for 

themselves and society at large. 

As a governmental leader in the community during the time of the movement, DJ 

participated in several decisions that denied the issues black folks. He even frames their fight as 

a problem that upset the city Mayor. He noted through his conversation how there were demands 

for greater black representation on police representation and how those demands and others that 

were brought forth were “largely ignored”. DJ even went on to frame the local police chief as 

handling the movement “well” given his “non-violent” approach to the movement.  

Given this interview was nearly 40 years after this period, in the following, Daniel 

speaks, though a bit obscurely, about the influence of economic conditions, and how other 
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conditions (education in particular) would bring folks closer to the desires and not necessarily 

through the law:  

Daniel: …part of the solution to the racial problem is education…if they can get educated 

and become, you might say, middle class, all the problems are going to go away; all the 

problems in that area are going to go away. They are going to think like we, I say we, 

they are going to think the middle class whites, they are going to vote like the middle 

class whites because it’s going to be to their interest to do so and that’s one of the main 

[factors that] will be one of the main factors in getting rid of this problem.…you can pass 

laws and the laws, and the passing of laws has one some good’ its them but you are not 

gonna get complete relief until as Martin Luther King said, we change the hearts of men 

and that’s the only you are going to do it. 

 

It always interesting how King becomes a centerpiece for race and race relations, but here it is 

clear how Daniel frames King. Daniel saw middle class status, by way of education and other 

factors, as creating this change of heart, though in his final text, King complicates, and Du Bois 

emphasizes—that black folks have interests that do not align with a white middle class. King, in 

his “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” actually emphasizes the danger of the white liberal similar 

to those expressed by that DJ. King, in a speech at Western Michigan University on December 

18, 1963 spoke directly about law and hearts and minds and called perspectives like Daniel’s 

based in myth (see https://wmich.edu/sites/default/files/attachments/MLK.pdf).  

A useful juxtaposition comes from ED. One key scene is his attempt to directly confront 

the city commission itself about the lack of black police officers and other claims of segregation. 

ED: The city council went through its usual procedures and I sat through the whole thing 

and the mayor announced adjournment. And I got up in the city council meeting, “wait a 

minute, I submitted a petition to the city council” and the mayor said, “we received your 

petition in the session before the open council meeting and we decided there’s no common 

grounds for agreement, therefore, it would not be brought to the open council meeting.” I 

said “that’s unfortunate and not in the best interests of the city of Albany” and walked out 

of the city council’s chambers. 

 

Later, ED found himself in the local paper, the Herald, with the headline Negro Doctor Demands 

Immediate Desegregation of the City of Albany stating, “he challenged the city council and 

https://wmich.edu/sites/default/files/attachments/MLK.pdf
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stormed out of the city council chambers.” But the violence can be identified here, in the paper, 

the staff provided ED’s address and phone number. Despite being in the early 60s, the Klan was 

still active. ED too knew this, and his awareness illuminates a hidden way the opportunity 

structures at the time, on the behalf of a racist state, were structured by race:  

ED: I got many calls from the Ku Klux Klan threatening to come and destroy me and my 

family. The Klan held its rallies, one half block from my home. I could stand in my back 

yard and see the flames coming from the burning crosses and see the hoods and see them 

yelling, Would you want your daughter to marry the Nigger [his last name]” I could hear 

that and see that.  

 

In this way, contrary to Daniel J.’s account, daily life was itself structured by violence. The idea 

of an American Dream defined in part by homeownership and a career that could pay, as AW had 

achieved, was confounded by a direct threat of death.  

ED mentioned, “…my oldest child who wanted to get into the demonstration, I said I 

could not handle this…I could not handle…my children being in jail. That was too much.” This 

type of violence even reached his children through seeing this violence firsthand and through the 

misrepresentation of his desires in the paper that he claims impacted his kids. Again, we see a 

direct impact on the family in that he was unable to use means of the government in the interest 

of liberty. Given the mismatch of goals and structure, a reinforced anomic environment, paired 

with the already precarious position of being black with a will to face the state’s failure, we see 

how the environment for change itself was already violence.  

A Final Analysis and Discussion  

A Return to Harlem and A Reified Localized State Polity 

I want to acknowledge this here to demonstrate that the historical moment is moving and 

is a component of an ongoing story. This discussion section itself is a call for reckoning with a 

certain legacy of conflict over the American Dream, as shown in Chapter 2, infected with an 
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ontological aversion to blackness and black being. It serves to further demonstrate how through 

conflict there was a reifying of these aversions, though there were shifts in the technologies used 

to show them, the logics remained.  

In the opening of this chapter, I begin entering Harlem, a place in Albany that could be 

considered to be a mark of progress by black folks reaching for an American Dream. Yet, I want 

to end returning to Harlem, a place that too became ground zero for the Movement and today, 

with the Civil Rights Center being one of the few remaining viable institutions there, stands as a 

reminder of a legacy of conflict.  

Following the main thrust of the Movement, in 1963 it was noted that there was a greater 

police presence in Harlem which served as ground zero of the movement. Barkan notes,  

“Six-man riot squads patrolled Harlem every night. On Friday, June 21, Chief Laurie 

Pritchett closed all black businesses and arrested fourteen onlookers ‘to stop violence 

before it got started.’”(Chalfen, 2018, p. 577) 

 

Pritchett was a notorious force who attempted “nonviolence” and was praised for his approach 

given that he did not rely on the public spectacular violence seen elsewhere. Instead of public 

beatings, he used arrests and moved those folks to jails, where black folks were abused, outside 

of Albany, in order to diminish the power and influence of the movement at the core.  

While there are several more interviews and themes in the archive, those presented here 

are major one that help to capture the nature of violence and its institutionalization as claims for 

rights of black folks were confronted. Here it is evident that there is another type of violence, 

that through disruption, that destroys the ability for the philosophy of non-violence to make 

sense in the context of a type of black liberation. In essence, non-violence utilized to dampen the 

local movement dampened an ability for black folks to be.  
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A Violence of Failure, State and Otherwise  

The state, a system and structure radiating outward into localized components (Soifer, 

2008), was mobilized to recommit to a type of violence that evolved with the tactics and of 

movement with Albany being unique in that spectacular violence was not primary like in other 

location. This conflict of the state against itself and given the persistence of a violence that 

psychologically, materially, and socially impacted black folk’s ability to be and even further how 

the city helped reinforced a terroir of violence. Arrests, re-shackling black folks, sending outside 

of the boundaries of the city, helped to decimate the institutional structures established, 

particularly the family and church. We have to remember, though many of their class resisted, 

doctors, lawyers, teachers, students, and other key participants and leaders of local black 

institutions that oriented life and the ways in which things were to work. In the 16th Chapter of 

his autobiography, King spends a chapter discussing the Albany Movement, rich with additional 

data to further tease out the nature of violence and culture during the movement. But, to begin to 

conclude, punctuating how class influenced the movement functioning counter to a type of 

grassroots organizing of the more impoverished Albanians, were Martin Luther King Jr.’s words 

where he takes some responsibility for the local movement’s “failure”,  

“There were weaknesses in Albany, and a share of the responsibility belongs to each of us 

who participated. There is no tactical theory so neat that a revolutionary struggle for a 

share of power can be won merely by pressing a row of buttons. Human beings with all 

their faults and strengths constitute the mechanism of a social movement. They must 

make mistakes and learn from them, make more mistakes and learn anew. They must 

taste defeat as well as success, and discover how to live with each. Looking back over it, 

I'm sorry I was bailed out. I didn't understand at the time what was happening. We lost an 

initiative that we never regained. We attacked the political power structure instead of the 

economic power structure. You don't win against a political power structure where you 

don't have the votes. 

 

King identified the weddedness of economics and the politics/the state. He also acknowledges 

how there was a violence that impacted the very state of being of those who would be saved by 
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the movement—there was a fundamental loss that he felt was never regained despite some of the 

progress he noted later. 

“Albany was far from an unqualified failure. Though lunch counters remained 

segregated, thousands of Negroes were added to the voting registration rolls. In the 

gubernatorial elections that followed our summer there, a moderate candidate confronted 

a rabid segregationist. By reason of the expanded Negro vote, the moderate defeated the 

segregationist in the city of Albany, which in turn contributed to his victory in the state. 

As a result, Georgia elected its first governor pledged to respect and enforce the law 

equally.” 

But King is clear that this was not an end and that violence would persist though there was 

potential, given that, 

“To the Negro, in the South, staggering under a burden of centuries of inferiority, to have 

faced his oppressor squarely, absorbed his violence, filled the jails…We had won a partial 

victory in Albany, and a partial victory to us was not an end but a beginning.” (King, Jr., 

2001) 

 

This chapter has attempted to demonstrate a point of conflict that can be considered a beginning 

of a type of reckoning that has a legacy connected to Tift’s era and informs institutional relations 

and culture today—both concerning race and being along with the power of the economy 

through class to maintain anti-blackness, the American Dream embodied and seen through 

resistance. 
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Chapter 4: Warped and Obliterated Possibilities of Being and Contemporary 

(American) Dreaming 

What have the world and its subjects become in the wake of violence? In this chapter, I 

begin answering this question by further exposing the way that violence and the concept of the 

American Dream have become embodied in what Robert Franklin calls “anchor institutions,” the 

same ones that institutional anomie theory attends (Franklin, 2007; S. F. Messner & Rosenfeld, 

2012). Here, I frame institutions as sites of meaning making, conflict, and deconstruction that 

expose where violence may persist. I rely on a combination of educational, state, and religious 

institutions and how they inform what violence can be and how they help define what can be 

desired and who gets to form desire. This chapter relies on the framework of IAT now with a 

developed conceptualization of an American Dream with race at its core implying a need to 

examine facets of aversion and what emanates from a terroir of violence described in previous 

chapters. From this integrated framework, I consider major narrative threads that highlight how 

the infiltration of economic imperatives as described in IAT, including a fixation on achievement 

and success, individualism, fetishism of money, universalism theorized to be facets of the 

American dream. I also consider specifically where that cry and that tearing Du Bois describes in 

his double consciousness persists that point to the impact of systems and norms associated anti-

blackness and aversiveness that I claim are constitutive of the American Dream.  

The main thrust of this chapter is not to describe causal links, but to illustrate through 

thick descriptions and critical or radical analysis of how culturally informed processes have 

bubbled up from the fertile ground in Albany’s terroir and micro-climate of racial meaning with 

violence as a fundamental tool of its development and consistency. In essence, I will illustrate a 
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web of meanings associated with violence and desire and through which we can see how they 

ultimately provide the contexts in which folks get “to be”. 

Here, I attempt to discuss what it means to deal in violence where violence is given 

violent origins. I bring to fore what can be defined as a status quo-based process of expression, 

recognition, and internalization that create violence—logics that help both complicate 

Institutional Anomie and its conceptualization of desire for an American Dream by 

acknowledging ontological aversion—that lived inter-psychic state of war and war-marked being 

that suggests a haunting that keeps violence as a norm even as logics of normative institutions 

persist.  

The concept of scaffolding is important here as I prepare to work through educational 

institutions among other institutions that Franklin describes as “anchor” institutions—religious, 

familial, political/state—that inform what it means to be in community and by extension, share a 

culture and aspects of identity (Franklin, 2007; Harris, 2009). These same institutions, with the 

exception of religious and with the inclusion of the economic, are ones that are central to IAT. 

IAT, again, claim that imbalances in their power and the lack of the execution of their prescribed 

role in society, given injections of economic logics, help explain violence (S. F. Messner & 

Rosenfeld, 2012).   

Guiding this project has been the notion of embodiment, particularly embodied race as a 

product of socio-genetic operations that inform what it means to be human with the slave as the 

necessary referent from which ontology bounds (Wynter, 2001). While often, in phenomenology, 

the focus of those like Meaurleu-Ponty and even Fanon in his more psychoanalytic orientation, 

seem centered on the individual and its relation to the other, in the background are the conditions 

of a world “received upon arrival”. In the previous chapters I have attempted to illustrate the 
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broader context in which individuals entered or receive, framing Albany as its own terroir of 

violence with an embedded micro-climate of racial meaning that reflects, in some ways, a 

broader southern climate defined by racialized violence and instances of racialized control—

social, psychic, with material implications. In particular, I identified in both chapters 2 and 3 how 

black folks were (re)framed as subjects of evil, wanting too much, and with limited opportunity 

to escape from structures infected with cultures of anti-black violence.   

In this next section, I provide some context on my data. Afterward, in the first analytical 

section, I discuss my next point of departure both historically, the Murder Capital period of 1988 

and then do a brief historical investigation relying on memories of those folks that still 

participate in institution that were also alive and aware during the civil rights movement. Their 

views help bring forward the historical thread through this project. Next, I turn to two judges that 

provide a longer view of history capturing and being informed by the civil rights era, who 

worked and contended with the murder capital era, and who have influenced the legal landscape 

today. Finally, I analyze and discuss results of interviews of those folks that provided a 

contemporary look at Albany and its institutions, significant given that from 2016-2019 when 

these interviews were collected, rates of murder and violence, as measured by traditional means 

of crime data collection, show a return to those same 1988 rates of ~24 per 100,000. 

Guiding Questions, A Note of Method, and Approach 

This chapter seeks to respond to the questions, “How do institutional leaders participate 

in the same mythologizing of history, internally or otherwise,” and how do those not from the 

space to confront these things?” In keeping with phenomenology, I rely on in-depth 

conversational interviews focused on my phenom of interest. The challenge for these interviews 

was to attempt to prevent biasing respondents by describing definition of violence. These 
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considerations helped shape the order and style of questioning. I prompted respondents with 

open ended questions like, “what is violence,” “how do you identify,” “what is the American 

Dream and does it exist” while also following the subject and asking follow-up questions 

specific to their responses. This semi-structured style proved to be useful for extracting useful 

data for comparative purposes and well and interpretive ones that allowed for a deeper 

examination and exploration of the “what” and “where” of violence. Centered here and framed 

as contemporary are the Murder Capital Era of 1988, which many of my respondents 

experienced or heard about. I also center 2016-2019 as an era where rates of murder were close 

to the rates during 1988-89. In particular, I was interested in any comparisons the respondents 

could make between the two periods structurally and culturally, with two judges being able to 

discuss a bit about the civil rights era as well.  

I conducted 41 interviews which included high ranking local economic leaders (n=3), 

religious leaders (n=4), those that represent the apparatus of the state including judges (n=3), 

prosecutors (n=2), high ranking law enforcement officers (n=5), those that represent that city in 

elected capacities (n=2) and finally, educational leaders (n=22), specifically, principals, vice 

principals, and a lead teacher. Some of these categories overlap, where some of my respondents 

were both educational leaders and religious leaders. In the following sections, I center a smaller 

sample of these leaders as they best illustrate some of the key themes, narratives, and expressions 

of violence shared by the sample.  

Lasting from thirty minutes to nearly two hours, these interviews produced over 1,200 

pages of transcripts useful for exploring educational practices, disciplinary procedures, race, 

gender, and other social phenomena that will be useful for future projects. I attempt to focus 

narrowly on intersectional of my key concepts of desire, violence, and blackness/race for this 
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project though as I will show, I highlight important intersections. I used a purposive sample 

snowball strategically selecting from an array of high, middle, and elementary schools that 

would help me capture characteristics of each side of town, differential racial and class makeups, 

and those who had experiences at multiple schools within the system. I use caution when 

describing all of the interviews given the closeness of the community and in the interest of 

anonymity discussed with each participant in line with IRB protocols. Many of the folks I spoke 

with I knew or knew of, or, given the size and networks of this small community and my 

mother’s background as a local educator, many of them knew me. The refrain for some, “I 

remember when you were born”. Rapport was not hard to come by for most, most were adamant 

and ready to discuss the idea of violence. Yet, there were a small few that required more pointed 

questions given their proclivity to short answers. For example, one economic leader I 

interviewed almost seemed to want to withhold even after discussing IRB related protections, 

including the promise of anonymity. While the interviews flowed organically and developed into 

multiple pathways, I was sure to get responses to my central questions 1) what violence is and 

how does your institutions attend to violence, 2) what is the American Dream and does it still 

exist, and 3) how do you identify and do and if so how does your identify impact how you 

navigate you institutions.  

For some of my respondents, I was able to ask more pointed questions about the Murder 

Capital era, specifically discussing “what was going on around that time” with many providing 

structural and cultural explanations after additional redirecting. I treated my interviews as 

conversations about a phenomenon that I suspended my own conceptions of it to be using the 

words themselves to elicit whatever responses the subject wanted to provide. Yet, in order to 

provide contrast and critical engagement during these interviews, important for drawing forward 
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the unspoken and more submerged meanings, I provided at the end of each interview and earlier 

definition of violence and fundamentally the “destruction of the ability for individuals to make 

sense” synthesizing a framing of violence discussed in Staudigl and earlier in this dissertation. 

This final prompt was met with reinforced meanings, and for many, expansions of initial 

definitions they establish at the opening of my interviews.  

In the following sections,  I begin with two major leaders on the local legal plane that 

provided a historical view the civil rights era, to the murder capital era, to the present. The set the 

scene for the next set of interviews that bridge the murder capital era to the present. Together 

these two sections help orient us to key themes further elaborated in the final section where I 

analyze the bulk of my interviews in light of these findings. All together, these three sections 

help illustrate tensions around the themes of the American Dream, race, and violence.  

1: Two Pillars on The Juridical Plane 

This section connects Civil Rights, Murder Capital, and bridges to the present, 

particularly given the following two interviews were of juridical actors that up until our 

conversations still had powerful roles in Albany. I use caution here given the small close-knit 

nature of this community and the small number of high ranking official in this field. Of my 

interviews there were two that were significant in that they were able to speak to the civil rights 

era—though briefly and more personally—the murder capital era, and today having lived 

through them and participated in many ways in both. One black one white, both males having 

served in the legal arena for many years in various elected and non-elected legal roles. They 

stand as two pillars. These contributions help illuminate more of the conditions that helped in 

forms of cultural constancy, change, and endogeneity in Albany concerning the nexus of the 

dream, violence, and race. I use the pseudonyms Martin and Tom.  
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A Violent Scene, Representing the State, and Personal Narrative 

Both Martin and Tom have been in their field for over 40 years and have served as judge 

and attorney throughout their careers. For Martin, our conversation was easy. As mentioned, he is 

one of those local folks that I had a great deal of familiarity, though our encounters had been few. 

Our interview lasted nearly two hours and provided a substantive amount of data with insights on 

the Albany Movement and civil right era (mainly focusing on his own achievements and 

contributions), the legal developments and cultural context of the Murder Capital era, and finally, 

a contemporary look at the state of violence today.  

While he is not from Albany, he was able to provide perspective given the proximity of 

his hometown and his direct participation in aspects of the Albany movement and following 

actions by the NAACP and SNCC. For him, it was a family affair with his mother being a 

participant of NAACP and his sister being a member of SNCC. For him, there was a culture of 

conflict against the state and related institutions that he received upon his own arrival, which 

blossomed into service as SGA President and a short stint, two weeks, in jail given a boycott and 

march to the local board of education he helped arrange given the unequal conditions of the 

segregated school system. This particular figure continued to work directly for the poor as an 

attorney and was ultimately inspired by attorney C. B. King, one of the key legal figures of the 

Albany Movement, and the civil rights movement at large. In future conversations, I plan to 

explore his time more deeply during the movement era, certain it will further provide an 

understanding of not only the conflicts overcome, but also the pressures placed on youth to fight 

against systems that questioned their potential to be recognized as human, let alone full citizens. 

Comparatively, my conversation with Tom was a bit shorter, lasting only about 35 

minutes (he originally mentioned he only had about 20, but continued on as we neared that time). 
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Saul, unlike Martin, was not directly involved with the local movements. When he asked what he 

recalled from that time, he told me this story, 

Tom J.: I remember going to the Tift park here and it had a public swimming pool…well 

it really wasn't public because it wasn't open to persons of color like yourself. And I 

remember there being a march on Tift Park one summer's day when I was at the pool and 

here were folks around generally and rightfully protesting the exclusivity of it… 

 

(he pauses mid thought and begins again)   

 

Tom J.: And uh you know it’s funny how in retrospect you look back and uh…(long 

pause) )… it grieves you that you were so unaware at that time...but anyway, it did in 

retrospect grieve me all the social injustice you know (voice breaking) when you’re used 

to all your childhood going into theater and having signs that say “coloreds to go to the 

balcony” and then there are separate water fountains for white and colored you don’t 

even realize the injustice of it when you’re a youngster and it’s what your culturally 

acclimated to but the injustice of it just flies all over you because you get sensitized… 

 

Already, there are clear distinctions between these two figures. While Tom carries a form of 

guilt, “it grieves you” this stands in contrast to Martin who directly impacted the conditions that 

Tom spectated already illustrating a forced type of existence that both received upon their 

arrivals in the world. Tom was able to say he “didn’t even realize” and Martin was thrust into the 

middle of a fight for his and his family’s right and being.  

As our conversation continued, Tom began to discuss how he attempted to reckon with 

this past by supporting the development of a more diverse legal field grounded in the belief that, 

Tom: …the judiciary should be fairly representative of the community and serve the 

people so when they look at the bench they shouldn't see *sighs* all white. Quite honestly 

I’d be very disappointed if we got to the point in Dougherty county where we were all 

black cause folks need to think that judicial selection is a matter of equity also but 

anyway… 

 

What is striking here is the utilization of a universalized conception of equity when it comes to 

representation and the judiciary. While he unfortunately failed to continue this line of thought, 

the use of race the factor informing equity forgoes the consideration of where the harm in the 

lack of equity is. The leaning into a universalism, that is, that there is some understood goal of 
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equity nested in equal representation, demonstrates a peculiarity and penetration of an American 

Dream impacting the juridical and state apparatus. Even more, while he recognizes the changing 

demographics in Albany, particular when it comes to the latinx populations, he neglects to 

include them in his model of equity.  

Both of these personal narratives help illustrate a type of pre-structured experience that 

each had to live through which informs and gives context to their work. As mentioned in the 

previous chapter in a conversation with a previous city leader who mentioned that his 

interactions with black folks during and before the civil rights era were limited, whiteness 

provided a sort of barrier between realities of the day while for black folks there was a necessary 

engagement with a white world that, as Fanon mentions, is violent upon first interaction, upon 

arrival.  

Evolutions of Violence, Desired Ends Motivations, and Potential for Dreaming  

From their seats and in a great deal of my interviews, gang and drug culture were often 

discussed as factors that helped shape the city. With these two juridical leaders, there was also a 

useful discussion of shifts in demographics as well, particularly emphasizing the class as 

intersected with race. When asked what he thought create this Albany that was the murder 

capital, specifically, what contributed to the development and maintenance of this terroir Tom 

response this way.  

Tom: …the influx of drugs, the…[long pause and sigh]…we’ve had a big change in the 

demographics of Dougherty County, and at one time we were a very very prosperous 

community and we had a lot more businesses, by that I mean manufacturers in our area. 

We had Merck chemical, you know we had Bob’s Candy, Firestone Tire, followed by 

Cooper Tire. We had a much more substantial middle class both the black and white 

communities here… 

 

Tom does something interesting here, throughout our conversation, even without prompting, race 

continued to be a theme. 
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Tom: …there was a change in the demographics not only racially, as some of those 

industries went out and productivity went down and as whites that had options moved out 

of the area, some moved to lee county because the lee county school system 

demographically was very different, demographics there with regards to middle class and 

economics and the school system flourished more. And this school population (Dougherty 

county) is made up more of an inner-city and economically deprived people, the school 

system serves to the level of the ability of the students to a large degree and the school 

system went down and that exacerbated in my opinion white flight… 

 

The description of white flight is remnant of the type of flight Du Bois discussed at the 

turn of the century in Albany. There is also the conflation of inner city, itself a dog whistle for 

black folks, while discussing Lee County, the smaller majority white suburb just outside of 

Albany. Even today, some of the folks I interviewed while working and doing most of their 

business in Albany, reside in Lee County. Further work should consider the between county 

differences given their own unique and interweaved histories—the governments often 

collaborate and benefit from each other. 

Tom, further on describing a web of class, race, and education that captures an aversive 

quality as folks continue to reach for a certain concept of success that became connected with 

private education that was not a possibility given the cost. His explanation further illustrates a 

penetration of economic logics and  

Tom: …middle class folks couldn’t afford to send kids to—whether they were black or 

white—they couldn’t afford to send them to the private schools which really are an 

economic strain on most folks, even the folks that have the means to do it know the 

deprivation that goes along with it, it changes your pocketbook, it changes your 

disposable income but that resulted in a further cascading down of the demographics 

here with regard to economic class apart from race….  

 

Here there is a clear link to economic logics and education. Where, flatly, a good 

education compared to the county system, costs.  Continuing he builds the bridge from 

demographic change to, like Mandel in the previous section discussed, the creation of drug-based 
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economies that have continued across time periods, shifting in important ways that still maintain 

a certain climate.  

Tom: And as people get desperate and despair and they seek solace and drugs 

marijuana, and crack cocaine was big in the late 80s and 90s since then it’s been 

supplanted by meth because that’s cheap to make and now heroin and fentanyl…  

 

Comparatively, Martin provided me with a parallel perspective that relied more of the 

development of the law and culture, getting more specifical about the nature of violence. During 

this period, he was appointed by the then mayor to a taskforce tasked with dealing with these 

elevated rates of murder.  

Martin: …most of the crime then involved violence between individuals not 70 percent of 

it started out as what we would call disorderly conduct or human battery or simple 

battery and in those days what was happening was those cases were going through 

Municipal Court…basically if you got an got in a fight with your significant other you 

might go to jail overnight get up the next morning pair $65 fine and go back.  

 

Martin goes on to express how there were changes that came out his work. In particular, 

“The focus became dealing with violence when it first started and using the power of the state 

system to provide help.” According to This power was expressed through helping court better 

understand the domestic violence cycle and included new protocols for police officers, and 

according to Martin, “most of all, [they] were prosecuted as criminal offenses”. During the early 

90s, as a result of the period of the Murder Capital era, Georgia created a law that created the 

family violence commission on which he served for many years. He mentioned that this wave of 

changes attempted to confront the prevail culture where, “[the criminal justice system was] 

operating on the theory… ‘bring em in and let the judge sort them out’,” which he says, “led to 

people not calling for help”. This particular view of dealing with domestic violence is revealing 

in that it further shows a deployment of economic logics of risk and reward, a cost benefit 

analysis when it came to dealing with complex relationships. Compounding the issue of dealing 
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with domestic violence was the fact that many of the couples involved were not married, which 

took away one tool that could be used by judges to deescalate situations, divorce.  

Martin: …lawyers had to creatively figure out how to get a judge in a domestic situation 

to do a restraining order and it was particularly challenging if the people were not 

married. You know if they were married you could file a divorce get the judge in a 

temporary restraining order but if they weren't married...just living together...you know 

cause of action was what? [chuckles]... and you had to creatively convince a judge that it 

was a situation where he had to do something to stop the violence and put the parties is a 

neutral corners and hope that they didn't get back in the middle of the ring. 

 

In addition to a great systems-based focus, there was also the incentivization of treatment 

by then Governor Nathan Deal which led to a proliferation of mental health, DUI, and other 

specialized courts include veteran courts to “help with the residual effects of the military, 

specifically PTSD” which is particularly relevant given that Albany is home to a marine base. 

These incentives also include a $12k raise to every circuit that allowed for treatment which 

Martin mentioned was important since, “judges in the state hadn’t gotten a raised for a about 15 

years”. I question, though, if the notion of a raise confronts the issue of violence or if, through an 

integration of a fetishization of money there is a displacement of it. Alternatively, maybe this 

integration is a shifting of opportunity and structure. Necessary for the development of a strong 

IAT is the confrontation of where the spread of opportunity versus the again entrenchment of 

fetishization of money.  

Getting specifically to the culture that he argues helped produce local hikes in rates of 

violence Martin goes on to describe the role of education.  

Martin: I’m not one of those folks that believes that violence on tv is the cause, but I do 

believe schools and parents are a part and I’m not sure if our high school curriculum 

focuses enough on dispute resolution of…even a more general understanding about the 

use to courts to resolves disputes without violence as well. 

 

Martin later emphasizes a sort of historical thread of “relaxed morality” that “led to the 

overuse of violence in conflict resolution”.  
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After establishing a significant rapport, I begin with my final set of questions, in 

particular, “how do you identify,” which the subjects interpret in their own way. Martin identifies 

like this, “Well I’m black, African American whatever term of art is in vogue.” [laughs] Of 

course I'm a male.” When asked if his identity may have played a role in his career, he mentions 

Harvard Professor Cornell West and his text Race Matters, “Cornel West was right…race 

matters, always has and always will” and then adds “it's not something that I carry around as a 

means of evaluating situations and evaluating people. I do feel a compulsion to make sure that it 

doesn't matter my dispensation of justice.” 

Martin: There have been times when I've taken positions that either very clear there I 

mean I take my oath seriously I didn't get into this business to abandon what I believe but 

to manifest it from the bench that i sit on if a person of one race let's say steals twenty 

five thousand dollars from a company that he or she works for and a person of another 

race give somebody the hook-up at the mall dollars in the $25,000 [you treat them 

differently because one is called] a thief and because you called [the other] 

embezzlement rather than theft. 

 

Both of these men provide a useful set of framing for the course of violence as they see it. 

There lies, for them, a web wherein violence is a result of motion away from.  

But what of the American Dream? I ended both of my conversations inquiring about the 

existence and persistence of an American Dream. Both demonstrate a sort of complicity in a 

maintenance of a dream while also both providing a consideration of the context that folks have 

to contend with—opportunity structures. Earlier, Tom has already touched on a connection 

between white flight and the persistence of violence. To attempt capture what they are running 

to, I discuss with both judges what, then, is the American Dream and what is success and 

achievement?  

Me: So, what is the American dream… [long pause, followed by a short chuckle and 

“hmph” by him thinking I continue and ask] does it still it exist? 
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Tom latches to this second part after seeming struggling to find a definition of this Dream and 

resoundingly says, “absolutely it still exists. It is just so hard for folks”. Then it takes a turn that 

captures a more global perspective and a relativity to deprivation.  

Tom: …it’s amazing to me how folks of utter privation are not used to a social safety net 

who walk thousands of miles through insect and reptile infested swamps and woods and 

Central America it will come to get into the United States because they have a sense of 

possibilities although they have nothing don't even speak the language they know the 

possibilities…if only we could get our deprive citizens that live here to have a vision for 

the future all it takes is vision there's an opportunity here and you can dream… if you can 

see it but you can't be acclimated to being supported on the public dole and think that 

that’s your highest and best achievement just to get a check, cause these small 

government checks don’t give you the capacity to further your education and some people 

don’t even dream of it...they just want a check 

 

There is a clear will to draw a line between the promise of a dream and the responsibly of the 

state or public to ensure that dream is possible. From his perspective, while the dream exists for 

him, there is for some, a limited view and realization of possibility. This type of perspective, 

while not explicit, capture the illusory factors that those who dream have to move away from. In 

a sense, Tom places economic factors as an impetus to the possibilities of dreaming, but then 

goes on to demonstrate that at least personally, he understands that opportunities differ 

demonstrating what could be framed a dissonance. Toms’ longer economic awareness is useful 

here as he specifies a larger states and even global shift that impacted the locality which connects 

to a Soifer-eque state reach argument to the idea of the American Dream and its capitalistic, 

market society-based logics. 

Me: So, what is the dream, do you feel? 

 

Tom: [stutters, laughs] I lived it, so I know the possibility of it. I worked since I was 14, 

I’ve never been without a job when I could do it… I didn’t have a job my first year of law 

school because I knew it was gonna require my full-time attention.  

 

His claim to the American Dream interestingly enough starts where he was first exposed to a 

conflict over the dream. He mentioned earlier that his first experiences, at least on he recalls, was 
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when he was 13. At 14, he was able to work and create a route to law school. He again recenters, 

as earlier, the economic logics that stand in the way of education while claiming by serving in 

the military, the violent arm of the state, one may approach ones’ educational goals.  

Tom: I was able to get loans and even some scholarship aid and live modestly my first 

year in law school and the blessing was law school tuition was so cheap comparatively 

speaking. It 185 per quarter, can you imagine that? 185 got you a lot more in the 

marketplace. You could by a new Toyota for $3000 and a nice one for 3.5k. it was 

different. I had debt when I graduated and it took, we 10 years to pay myself out of debt 

and it wasn’t oppressive debt like folks suffer now. Colleges and university have gotten 

too costly, but you can still do it. And, even if you’re a youngster without means and you 

apply yourself in high school and then sign up for the military and do a stint you can still 

get aid to further your education when you get out and you can do it, it’s still doable, you 

just got dream it and be willing to work for it. And not every successful man has to be 

college educated, by the way, and there are a lot of skills in the military that are very 

useful in computer science and even management skills. People love getting a military 

person… They like folks that are trained to work and that have a skill. 

 

Ultimately, for Tom, it is not an issue of society, or structure, at least directly, it is more personal.  

Tom: So yeah, I think the dream is very much alive and if you don’t believe it go to the 

border and see how people are lining up to get in here and how many end up being 

successful here.  

 

For Tom, he grounds his discussion of the dream interestingly around the time he was exposed to 

racism in a spectacular way at Tift pool.  

While I did not get to ask Tom how he identifies, we did talk a great deal about race, 

expressing what I would consider to be a reckoning brought on by a certain guilt he expressed 

during his reflection on the civil rights era. Referencing how his family has worked in schools, 

he provides a continued analysis of the global populations to frame a sort of grit and structure 

that allows for success.  

Tom: You got Hispanic students that can’t speak. There are those that pair up and are 

translators because they don’t have enough [in the schools]. My [family member] is so 

impressed by nor only their intellect, but their ability the pick up the language and oh 

their families… for every honors day, there’s a mother and daddy there for every 

Hispanic kid and [his family member] doesn’t see that with regard to our inner city youth 

here that have a single family or are being raised by an aunt and grandmother and they 
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don’t have that support and that encouragement and don’t come [to these types of 

events]…The family unit is tighter…[his family member] is just very impressed by the 

emotional support. I’m not saying that it is 100% and there are some intact black 

families. And there are some mothers and grandmothers that come with that, but yet, yes 

this is still the land of opportunity.  

 

There is just so much here, from the conflation of “inner city” and “black” to the lack of 

awareness of the complexities of family life here. While I had one other interviewee to discuss 

Albany’s growing latinx population, in the future I plan to collect additional data from these 

populations to better capture the ways there is a resistance to violence and how the institution of 

the family may aid in this. 

2: Three 1988 Murder Capital Memories 

Through my interviews, I found there to be only a few folks that could share with me 

substantive insight from during the Murder Capital Era. Here I focus first on three from the 

educational plane that provided a rich description of the time. Each of these conversations help 

illustrate processes of meaning making associated with violence and do not to function as 

complete or even wholly accurate depictions of the period—a product of telescoping. They do, 

however, provide insight on how leaders have and continue to rely on concepts as historical 

artifacts that inform in part how they today contend with the phenomena, in his case, violence. 

Here, these three perspectives offer a view of violence as an artifact of history and how it has 

become mythologized for that period. These focused conversations help show how, wrong, or 

right, folks make sense of the world while facing violence as a concept that ruptured the world as 

it was. In essence, these interviews help to illuminate the problem of violence highlighted by the 

murder capital period.  

As leaders of broad reaching institutions that orient a developing population, it is 

important to consider memory as one of many steps in the process of reckoning with violence. 
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Through memory, further work can better then consider how these memories turn into norms and 

themselves, weaponized tools that shape the nature of desire.  

Don an education institutional leader who has spent over 30 years as a significant 

influence on local culture and someone who has helped to build and maintain institutional 

identity at his school and in the city given his long tenue and broad reach. While his memory is 

vague on what was actually going on in 1988, Don in our conversation connected music and 

family to a lack of collective efficacy. When asked his view on violence in Albany in general, 

specifically “what was happening at that time,” almost sidestepping, he began his response to my 

question saying in short, “Albany is a great place,” but throughout the subsequent part of our 

conversation, he expressed a sort of longing for the past, even seeming at times like 

hopelessness. Throughout our interview, Don, with whom I was remarkably familiar, softened. 

We began with him behind his desk, often speaking short and with a posture that displayed a sort 

of removal, a distance. Done, for as long as I have known him, always displayed a sort of 

perfunctory way of being—as a subject of his leadership myself, it was well known that it was 

rare the Don divert from his style of leadership—focused on process and patterns, almost 

mechanical. Yet, I was able to peek in a bit behind his stoic nature after wading through our 

initial pleasantries and his initial reluctance to dive deeper. Compared to those that were newer in 

their role as leaders, his way of being was not unlike those of the other leaders of his stature I 

interacted with, both male and female. Here is part of our exchange:  

Me: So, you’ve been here since way back when Albany was Murder Capital of America in 

1988. [This was when] the Albany metro area had the highest rate per capita of murder 

compared to other places across the nation. Do you remember what was going on at that 

time?  

 

Don: Mmm, vaguely you know just a lot that was going on at that time you know. Ah, I, 

seen some good and our city since then. You know some time it goes up some time goes 

down [the crime/murder rate] but, Albany pretty much it's a good place to live we have 
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problems just like every other city. Our biggest thing right now is trying to make sure we 

don't lose our youth. We have to talk to our students. We want to give them an opportunity 

to be successful but at the same time let them know there are consequences for the actions 

and when you do that you know you can produce a better child and a better student. 

Don’s claim seems to focus on control and molding. In his statement, he hedges his response to 

my question, sure to not condemn Albany—seemingly not interested in the trends of a 

particularly limited view of the city’s history—instead, he considers his role and the need of his 

students to be existent outside of this context and history.  

Interestingly, though, Don leans into the idea that if they “know there are consequences” 

then they will be better, whatever “better” may mean. This is a theme seen throughout my 

interviews where there was a sort of torn way, almost reluctance to providing critique of the city 

and its people while stating how it has potential and can be embraced as a home. There were 

others that expressed a similar sentiment. Here with Don, there is a sort of detachment from 

prevailing conditions and narratives as if that they come second to the present now. Rather than 

macro-level sight, one that engages with structural conditions, there is a particular life course and 

developmental focus, where the issue of violence, then and today, results from the nature of 

youth. The solution, then, for him was to help provide “opportunity[ies] to be successful,” but 

within the constraints what is conceived of as “better” in the first place—here arises the 

American Dream. From my firsthand experiences with Don, he has maintained this similar 

perspective, one that assumes opportunity is and has been available. Unlike some of the others I 

engaged with, for him opportunities exist not in spite of conditions, but alternatively, they exist 

for him in a vacuum of equity which is an extension of the universalism facet of the American 

Dream discussed by Messner and Rosenfeld and others.   
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Emphasizing a distancing from a sort of structural analysis, Don, when asked to consider 

if there are similarities between the two times, then in 1988 and today where rates were on the 

rise again, he emphasizes the role of culture in creating the current environment.  

Don: Well, you know I'm old school you know born in the 60s…so you know it's all just 

different cultural different day different time we teach in. What teenagers listen to the 

type of music the type of dress you know I think all that kind of influences their decisions 

sometimes. On a personal note, I think they have wrong role model sometimes these 

rappers or they just don't all convey the right message a positive message and sometimes 

our students just listen to that music and just make bad decisions. 

When I asked him to specify and distinguish culture, he shifted focus from an individual 

level, decision making process to the role of community, in essence, collective responsibility and 

efficacy for shaping his students. It seems that when it comes to the cause and continuation of 

harm, there is only a recognition of something else, something beyond him, and in some cases, 

beyond his ability to impact what is ultimately internalized. Here, there is a replacement of larger 

structural and cultural changes in the interest of a one-to-one impact of the individual “role 

model” that speaks over, though, and maybe, destructively of the prevailing culture. Once again, 

there arises the American Dream, this time in the form of a focus on the individual and 

individualism. While this is not a firm claim about how his conceptualization of how to deal with 

violence is wrong or itself violence, we do get to see here what tools he calls out that he thinks 

could be necessary to dealing with violence, tools steeped in American Dreaming.  

I remained interested in this contention with culture, I pressed further, asking more about 

the nature of the culture followed by, “how do you shift the culture” hoping for an expansion to 

something beyond “role models”. I watched his disposition change from reflective to almost 

sorrowful tinged with frustration. Shifting in his chair, he said it was “a different day, a different 

time” one where discipline from the “the village” is missing even suggesting that this lack of 

communal discipline has impacted the rearing of his own kids. Therein lies an aversion, despite 



 

105 
 

calling forth more universal and individualistic solutions, he seems to understand, as Du Bois 

captured in Souls a necessity to consider and work as a collective to survive and contend with the 

violence of the time. The vacillations between the individual and the community reinforces a 

persistent tension that is even more evident in his mention of relationality as a solution, “tell 

them consequence and how bad decisions impacts everyone else.” But what of the impact 

already laid upon them? What of the persistent states they find themselves in? From the rest of 

our conversation, which was one of the shorter ones, the goal he described was to make sure 

students graduate and finish, “[success] is a student coming in in the 9th grade and four years 

later they graduate”. Teasing out further what the American Dream may mean, he responded this 

way:  

Don: oh, the American dream is for everyone to have an opportunity to be successful and 

yes it exists everyone will have opportunities just for you to take advantage of the 

opportunity. Some opportunities come a little bit later some come at a different time but 

long as you get that opportunity, and you take advantage of that opportunity that's the 

American dream. 

 

Given time constraints, we were not able to further discuss what specifically opportunity 

looks like. But, when asked at the conclusion of our conversation after I framed violence as a 

fundamental destruction of the ability to make sense, he described violence as, “reacting in the 

heat of the moment” and “not considering the consequences”. In sum, Don seemed to describe 

clearly how he holds to an orientation to the American Dream and that through his leadership, it 

infects and penetrates his institution. There is a seeming lack of clarity on exactly what the aim 

of his institutions is, illustrating a sort of anomie. Universalism, individualism, and a focus on 

opportunity without any clear goal seems similar to what he described as persisting during the 

murder Capital Era. Much has not changed.  
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Counter to Don and his perspective that represents one wing of institutional leadership 

and memory I encountered; another administrator provided a different view. Don remained 

nestled in a belief of what can be framed as personal or individual responsibility, while Mandel, 

an administrator of around the same rank had different sentiments and recognizes the broader 

structures impacting his kids. Mandel captures the opportunity that Don spoke more nebulously 

of. What Mandel captures is more of the accommodation of economic logics while the role of 

education was devalued.  

As I ask him about 1988 and the present, Mandel described the time in this way, focusing 

on drugs and poverty and tying them to the crime rate.:  

Mandel: …at one time the achievement gap was beginning to shrink but then came crack 

cocaine into the to the black community and next thing you know the gap began to widen 

and it's even gotten even greater now. you know, so you had that type of things.  

 

In the same breath, he continues: 

 

Mandel: Anytime you have people steeped in poverty, you’re gonna have a high crime 

rate. You know, it’s just a given, it goes together, because people are going to do whatever 

they have to do to survive and when you state looking at the murder rate that took place, 

not only here in Albany, but you know, and it was based on population…it was fueled by 

the economy.  

 

Mandel’s commentary is one that echoes and expands the sentiments of Tom in the previous 

section. Mandel states that “it’s a given” that poverty and crime go together, he clearly works to 

unpack their linkage. He highlights, as many others I interviewed that share his perspective 

mentioned, often crime in general stems from a want to survive. This survival, as Mandel goes 

on to discuss, requires a type of economy, legitimate or otherwise:  

Mandel: when you look at drug dealing when you look at gang membership those are the 

things that fuel the economy in poor neighborhoods—you become a gang member they 

give you a job. The job might be boosting cars or selling dope or prostitution, extortion.  

 

[…with energy, he begins to stutter, clearly passionate…] 
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Mandel: But but but now you've got somebody who's helping to put food on your table. 

So, when you can't find a job any other way because you don't have the skills needed to to 

get a job or you get get a job that does not pay pay a living wage which we see all across 

America you know so people are going to do something. Because they they're gonna, they 

need shelter they need food they gotta take care of their children. So, when a woman goes 

out and prostitutes her body to fuel a habit of eating and shelter or fueling a drug habit, 

she’s gonna do whatever she has to do and that’s just life. Life has always been like that 

and will continue to be like that.   

He sums his perspective up highlighting again, crack and the economy drive by gangs: 

Mandel: when we were that murder capital, it was because gangs were fresh on the scene 

you had easy money from crack and it just fueled everything.  

Unlike Tom who simply framed the drug problem as an issue of privation and references 

drugs mostly superficially, for Mandel, there is a significant recollection of a culture whereby the 

law, in the form of crack cocaine distinction and their disparate sentencing, created a culture 

defined by a hustle. He tied the legal and its force to the necro-political, the economic 

imagination of success, and a broader imagination of America. In essence, the law both restricted 

the expanse of choice to function in a Mertonian sense while, as Mandel describes, still 

mandating a certain conception of success in part moderated by the basic need to provide and 

survive. There is a vicious cycle that persists.  

Mandel, while claiming the locus of control still rests with the individual, makes the link 

between now and then, “Life has always been like that and will continue to be like that.” He 

draws this idea forward later when asked to discuss what shaped the trajectory from 1988 to now. 

He signals that that underground economy still exists, but that the shock of enforcement in the 

90s shifted gangs to be more cautious when “reppin’ their set” becoming more cloaked. This 

particular awareness helps illuminate the way a form of survival as reaction to drug cultured 

economy too was impacted by the state. He notes that the war on drugs in particular, specifically, 

three strikes laws, played a role in shifting gang culture. His analysis centers on a certain 

economy, one that he recognizes is stable in the necessary and basic outcomes of society—food, 
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shelter—he also brings awareness to how a broken legitimate economy fueled by drugs may 

have caused the elevated levels of violence. Interestingly he identifies how even underground 

economies are suffering, whereby in the 90s during the crackdown there was a forced need to 

turn legitimacy because “attitudes changed on crack” as a result of some legal change which 

caused “street-level dealers” to make “less than minimum wage”. This shift may have lowered 

rates as this change caused folk to go legitimate. A combination of state control and 

fundamentally, the lack of opportunity, even in the underground economy, compelled a shift, 

though not toward the end of the underground economy, but a type of entrenchment of it where 

need shifts to cultural identity describing a sort of a transference.  

Mandel M.: [they] get part-time jobs or full-time jobs where they are making minimum 

wage and selling drugs becomes a way of participating with the gang plus making a little 

extra moment on the side. 

His words help illustrate the dynamic nature of an American Dream, extractive and 

always wanting more with its continuous pressure on individuals to reach even further to attain 

it, as unobtainable as it is framed to be. Finally, connecting more completely of the past to the 

present, he highlights meth as maybe a cause for the return to high rates of murder. And, at the 

same time emphasizes that the lax marijuana laws and under focus on actually helping those in 

poverty and people of color with addiction.  

Lastly, Quamel blends the macro and micro. He emphasizes poverty and again how it 

functions as a product of the economy. But this time was one that touched him directly, one of 

his close friends was murdered not far from the very school he works at. He tells the story of loss 

in both 1988 and 1989.  

Me: So, can you tell me a bit about what was going on during 1988, 89?  

 

Quamel F.: I was getting ready to graduate from high school around that time. The 

violence in the city of Albany was bad. I remember we were playing basketball one 

Sunday afternoon and before we got home, we heard a gunshot and had no idea it was 
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him, [my friend], he was murdered right down the road from us and at the time the east 

side and south side were just parts of town you just did not want to go, at night especially. 

The gangs were hot, [his former high school] had just turned completely around after I 

graduated. 

Don and Quamel’s perspectives capture in addition that there still remains tensions on different 

sides of town, with Don having spent most of his time on the west side where, even in Du Bois’s 

time, it was the less crime ridden, whiter, and more economically prosperous side of town. 

Getting to this, I asked him to say more about the environment at the time and the events at the 

time impacted him, seeing him close his eyes as if internally going back to that moment, he 

began again,  

Quamel F.: Industry was leaving, poverty was high, parents working two or three jobs 

and children were left at home and gangs became more widespread…My classmates and 

I were really affected by the violence. We would say, “What are we doing here. Man, we 

gotta get out of the city” and some of my friends went off to the military and some of us 

went off to college and I was originally gonna go to the military, but I decided to go to 

school.  

 

The depth to which this murder capital era impacted now adults is significant. In our 

conversation, and from my own knowledge of many of the names he mentioned, despite these 

feelings, many came back after service or remained after graduating high school to attend the 

local college. In a sense, through them, the legacy of the time remained.  

Refocusing on particular instances of violence he continued discussing what happened on 

the heels on his graduation and not long after the first shooting he mentioned earlier,  

Quamel: A second classmate of mine was killed at a nightclub and it set us back even 

further.  

 

Me: When you say, “set you back” what does that mean? 

 

Quamel:  uh, you know thinking like ‘will we make it to 25 or 30 years old’ you know, 

we’re losing classmates left and right, and you know what do we need to do differently so 

that were not  a of this and become a victim…and in both cases, neither one of those guys 

were bad guys, they were not guys that were running the streets or assaulting people or 

doing crime they were normal regular guys  just like us…he just happened to be in the 

nightclub one night guy got mad with him and shot him in the head and the other guy was 
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playing basketball and it was over who made a basket, who made a foul and then he was 

taken out [murdered]” 

 

He also mentions industry, teen pregnancy, kids at home alone and letting them run the 

streets. He discussed how some children may not get home after school. He says he even gets 

calls all the time about youth roaming the streets and argues, like many of my respondents, that 

there is a lack of parenting and lack of communication. Here supervision and control are themes 

that emanate from his experiences. Don, Quamel, and Mandel capture in various ways the need 

for family and community. At the same time Don and Quamel describe an economy driven by 

drugs while also framing a devaluation of education where the simply finishing and getting 

through school has been the goal. Emphasizing the village and community and in a sense 

unifying the perspectives of Don and Mandel, he notes where support lies, “you come to our 

athletic event and it's wall-to-wall” and goes on the mention that “parents just don’t seem 

concerned” about their children and their academic success. Again, this illustrates a web of 

institutional interactions where we see sports as a proxy for an American Dream and “getting 

out” takes the place of educational logics that are reinforced by educations leaders in tacit ways. 

One of the promising findings that come from my conversation was the start of 

restorative practices that were being piloted. These practices, as Quamel discussed, did the deep 

work of getting not simply the culture of the student, but to how the student and parent relate to 

each other and themselves in part showing how one can be in the world, that its, the ontological 

position they reside in. These practices seem do the work of pushing against the framework of 

the American Dream by moving away from a more individualistic focus, but instead one that 

integrates the value of relation and not simply a universalistic logic. Quamel, though, mentions 

that the battle is uphill given a certain entrenchment of an environment with a culture that places 

value in getting out and making money. Quamel told me about one parent, and that, “she was 
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upset because of the referral [her son received] …she wasn't upset that he had miss 60 plus days 

of school,” but instead her focus was that he was not allowed to play his respective sport.  

Quamel, says, “this boy lives in your house and you telling me you didn't know he was out of 

school.” To confront this, he describes a certain integration of the family as an institution 

accommodated by education as an institution. Quamel says, “we do the reverse suspension” 

where parents must instead come to campus with their children. In these instances, he mentioned 

that they apply restorative practices and modules as well that get to,  

Quamel:…what mom needs to do at, home what the child needs to do at home, what the 

child needs to do in school, and we try to retrain your thinking, the parents thinking and 

the child's thinking sometimes it works sometimes it doesn't so we have those times. 

 

Through these perspectives that represent three different camps when it comes to talking about 

normative violence during 1988, we see three ways of reckoning as well and the way they use 

these perceptive to deal with violence today and more, ways we can maybe deal with it later. Of 

these three perspectives that place in sharp relief that varied ways there is a consistent fight 

against and in other ways, acceptance of an American Dream. Don seemed to have a detached 

and isolated perspective; Mandel was more critical, grounded, and understanding of the 

experience and its implications for his subjects; Quamel illustrates a certain internalization of the 

moment and the implications for not just subjects but himself as a product of the historical 

moment. The latter two share a more personal relation with one more structurally focused and 

the latter more individually focused. By no means does this cover the gambit of narratives about 

this time and additional data collection via newspapers and additional interviews along with 

additional statistical analyses that further point to factors useful for further exploring, like 

relative deprivation, collective efficacy, while including other variables including those that tap 

into anti-blackness, reckon with historical context using nesting and other fuzzy set methods.  
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3: The Contemporary 

This final section brings to a head my core themes with the ground set. I use a final 

subset of interviews representative of the cadre of interviews that help us to understand tensions 

around violence, the American Dream, and blackness that persist. \ 

The Phenomenon of Violence 

So, what is violence?  

One educational leader, identifying himself as a black male had this to say:  

Wayne: I think it’s just, you know, like where kids live, what they go home to and 

sometimes even as adults you know we think that the kids, when they go home it’s a kind 

of “woe as me” type thing to. I have also learned—I have a social work background as 

well—that they’re fine, ya know? In our eyesight, you know [we think] oh my god, they’re 

going to home to this bad home, but if you go to the neighborhoods, our children are ok—

I mean: that’s their, that’s their norm. So, they are perfectly fine. 

Another education leader, also a black male, suggested it was more beyond the physical:  

Carl: it's really more emotional toward the students because the generation now, they are 

so you know, and they pick on each other and so to me I will consider that. that's violent 

you know that's a brutal attack and it does something to their self-esteem and so violence 

is it's heavy in the schools and aka bullying if you for a better word 

 

Is there a meaningful distinction between physical harm and the emotional? Several others 

framed violence not as one or the other but both and deeply related. Including Wayne who later 

mentioned:  

  

Wayne: Violence to me is fostered by anger, something that’s fostered [by] a decision that 

someone does not like. Just, going against the grain. Somebody’s doing something that’s 

abnormal in my eyesight. 

What was compelling and what is important for this project that these considerations and 

discussion of violence help get to be where violence comes from in the interest of reckoning with 

it. Jamie, yet another black male education leader discussed the cause in this way echoing further 

earlier sentiments that were expressed concerning violence as resulting from a nexus of 

economic conditions, individual urges, but something more, the failure of initiation like the 

family that now can be understood as part and parcel of a local terroir tilled for decades.  
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Me: So, what causes violence, where does it come from? 

 

Jamie: Low socio-economic background, I think it’s poverty, I think it’s culture, I think it’s 

foundations. I think it’s um it’s kind of ways some people have been raised; um 

aggression. 

 

While another, not necessarily getting the cause of violence, but instead capturing how the 

technology of violence has shifted with the times. A white male administrator added this.  

Cameron: I think children are influenced by what they see children are influenced by 

technology children influenced by movies showing the influenced by game they influenced 

by social media I mean I think the big thing in social media is you know used to be if I 

was gonna confront you and say something to you I had to walk up to you and actually 

confront nowadays you can do it all through social media and so a lot of times I saw this 

week where they had a big fight I think in summer [that started from something on line].  

 

In just about all of my conversations, there was a continued mention of not a newness to 

violence, but simply a shifting in how violence was done in the past capturing a perpetuation of 

it. These narratives help to show violence in part as part of a persistent culture where honor is 

tantamount to one’s livelihood and social status—the loss of which would result in social death 

and further, death of oneself or family. This framing itself is well connected with the notion of 

the American Dream’s economic impetus, given the claim that honor and its maintenance are 

closely wedded to economic success. A combination again seen throughout my interviews and in 

the past.  

 The cycle of violence may persist because the frameworks of limited opportunity and 

adapting to this American Dream cultural impetus are so deeply embedded even as educational 

leaders reflect on their own rearing locally. In Wayne, there seemed to be an acceptance and 

contentment that he mentioned earlier is now reflected and I would argue, is reinforce even by 

him in his students.  

Wayne: I didn’t know I was poor until I go to be an adult because every time it was time 

to eat, we ate and I had clean clothes every. I went to school every day and my mom 

helped me with homework and so I still had a good life. It was just that my mom [didn’t 
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have] a steady job. However, they provided for my brother and I so going back I didn’t 

know I was poor until I got to school. 

Wayne later gets to the acceptance of culture that is framed as universalistic or general 

knowledge where there is a value of comportment and a sense of honor in the interest of 

maintaining status, an economic impetus.  

Wayne: If you go to a McDonald’s you’re gonna act a certain way, but if you go to a five-

star restaurant you’re gonna act different. 

Here lies the infection of market society. Carl, a white longstanding leader sums it up well, 

though as I show later, not truly seeing his role in the perpetuation of culture which too 

reinforces gendered violence.  

Carl: you got a lot to overcome because of poverty and neighborhoods and just a 

traditional culture that was been established for years in these neighborhoods based on 

the economics of this you know of our community and so that's kind of where you know is 

it going kill itself overnight no it's not and as if we ever gonna make it perfect probably 

not, but we all need to keep working together to achieve it. 

 

Comparatively, Shirley more closely identifies what it is about poverty and even initially when 

asked how she defined violence cold she mentions, “Child abuse and neglect” and goes on to say 

that “what is really going” is that parents are missing resources to care for their children. Like 

Carl, she has experience at multiple schools in the district. In her previous school, where she 

found there to be a greater amount of physical harm and neglect the students demonstrated a 

greater investment in economic rewards. She tells me about how she would provide rewards for 

good behavior. 

Shirley: A my first school, the students would get excited about the little pencils I gave 

them. They would go through the lunch line twice, they would fuss or fight about an 

apple, unclean clothes…. many of them had parents that are incarcerated, shoes that are 

too small, parents come in inappropriately dressed…At my new school, they turn their 

noses up at the pencils and stuff. Here I don’t tolerate that cursing [by parents]. I do not 

let people in the door [dressed inappropriately]. 
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And still, we see deeply embedded a culture of honor that is seemingly brings economic interests 

of status to the fore. Noting a slight dip in violence in schools in the 90s, Carl by grounding his 

idea of violence not in the structures and conditions he presented before mentions that violence, 

as he sees it, is on the rise.  

Carl: I think you're seeing more violence among students compared to where it what it 

was back in the 90s when I first started. It seems that there's more of a. it's like it's like 

they like fighting. It is some other sport to them and…a lot of times of what I see at the 

elementary level there's a lot of its just really nonsense it's kind of like I'm it's like play 

fighting and it turns into real fight and it's like this you know, they get in the bathroom 

and they want to hit they want to do it… it's just I don't know why as a society we've 

gotten to that point to where when I've been with the school, this actual school where we 

sat and talked with each other and stuff and see now it's you know it's just it's more I can 

say said it's more play and play turns into you know a real fight. 

 

Conception of violence and what is meaningful violence feel all over the place. But a 

thread throughout is considering where an act or states turns into threat. There is a perceptual 

component at center—a perception of what is valuable and what should maintain its being and 

state of sensible existence. Jamie captures this perceptual piece well:  

Jamie: In elementary school is there is not as much violence, but in high school there is a 

lot of violence. You might see aggression at the elementary school level, but not 

something that I would necessarily consider violence. But forms of aggression included: 

elevated voice, changes in facial expression and temperament, panic. 

 

What this discussion helps to show are precursors for violence, even when unnamed, that may 

help deal with violence better. For many, picking up on signs of aggression stem from an 

awareness of the need for relationships. In almost all of my interviews, the idea of budling 

relationships was central to dealing with violence, particular when it comes to escalation. One 

has to confront the being who has been seen as violent and who may be of violent conditions.  

Jamie: We have to build prior relationship. Get close to the student and their people 

involved [in their lives]. We gotta be able to soothe the person like calming placing your 

hand on a student saying, “calm down”. Give them water to help change their breathing 

patter.  
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This is in light of again, an already established culture, 

Jamie: If there’s like an issue of two children [where they] disagree on something, instead 

of talking it out or trying to handle it that way, culturally, they are taught to you know, 

kick tail and ask questions later.  

 

Blackness and Violence  

Telling throughout all of my interviews, everyone had a story that illustrated an 

understanding of race and racism, even those that explicitly stated otherwise. Clearly, there is 

still a question of the color line, a case of blackness. As shown with Tom from earlier, even 

unprovoked, race and an imagined other come out when discussing violence and the American 

Dream. One educational leader discussed this when talking about race in his institutions. Names 

are removed here to better protect my subjects and their associations. Two narratives stand out:    

Race has been a big factor for both me as a black man and my white woman leadership. 

This has reinforced a need for cultural sensitivity… I wouldn’t classify teachers as 

racists, but they aren’t aware of things culturally that may be misperceived as 

disrespectful.  

 

One example is a white teacher thinking a black kids hair is not done because she has a 

natural in a ponytail and teachers making the kid frustrated because the teacher may 

approach the child and say “hey baby” …[There are] teachers framing the kids as 

“active”—white ones—versus not seeing the black kids having the same as behavior 

problems and having ADHD. 

 

One white educational, leader discusses the very recent need to confront race and how things 

often played out early in her tenure as a leader when discussing specifically how white teachers 

would often escalate situations with black students.  

…lot of situations that could have been de-escalated that were escalated by the teacher 

you know not they weren't intending to it's like they just didn't realize that the things that 

they said the way that they addressed it their tone there the facial expressions all of those 

things would escalate a student who had started you know they were starting to flip their 

lid is what we call it and so we had to do a lot of training on teacher tone teacher word 

choice body language facial expressions all of those things that if you if you're very 

cognizant about it prevents things from escalating in the classroom and then hopefully 

becomes just habit.  
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Another provided more context, getting to the perception of being of black students that 

informed what was violence toward teacher themselves.  

 

you know just crossing their arms turning around and so we would see not all teachers, 

but some would go in on him one what are you doing you know that's not the way we act 

like we and then that would just further agitate them the situation when that escalate 

whereas what we want, I mean it needs to be addressed, but sometimes the child just 

needs a minute to cool off… 

 

But also, in one conversation, one white woman describes how the longer arc of history impacted 

her directly.  

You know since I've lived in South Georgia basically all of my education career since I've 

been an administrator really, I have had some situations where especially older African 

Americans have racist [sic.] if uh in meetings about their grandchild um, had one 

recently just go off on me in this office and telling me he's gonna sue my white ass. 

 

And sometimes, in seeming attempts to regain a type of honor through identifying with other 

black leaders that may be under white ones some older black grandparents often confront directly 

white administrators.  

We had an open house, and this grandpa came in with his upcoming kindergarten [me 

and my co-admin] are standing there introducing ourselves and he says, “well it should 

be that brother in leadership. Sure, wish it was him as this principal. We need we need we 

need a brother leading this school.”  

 

Almost expressing a sort of fear, she goes on to state, taking it as a personal affront rather while 

giving some consideration to the past.  

So, I don't know how to get away from that I don't you know so I've seen a lot of that and 

I want you know I know that there has there those people have experienced things in their 

life that make them automatically assume that I'm racist and I recognize that and it just 

seems like it seems like the older grandpa aah black men are the ones when I look back. 

 

She later mentions,  

 

I talk with my husband a lot about this because I want to take that experience to help me 

better understand what others have experienced. if in their lifetime they have been 

exposed to a lot of racism then you know try to think about that. I think about em and 

people may have been saying things just like that to them their whole lives or maybe 

when they were younger but what I want for our community is for that not to be passed. 

…I've seen some of that as well our kids I wanted that I want our children and everybody, 
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but we really only have the opportunity to directly affect our students I want them to see 

people for their hearts.  

 

On Gender and Violence   

It is important here to confront gender and gendered violence. While this project focuses 

chiefly on race, one theme that came up was an increase in the number and degree of violence by 

girls while also, in some key discussions, there was a framing of women that demonstrated yet 

again a devaluation of a certain type of being that has implications for status and one’s honor. 

Carl told me a story, too long to recount completely, of a young boy that was accused of forging 

his name on another student’s assignment. In his role as disciplinarian, Carl mentioned that part 

of the way of disciplining was to joke. When the boy expressed that the teacher was “lying on 

him” and told him to put his name of the paper, Carl joked, “well, what does that tell you about 

women?” The answer, “you can’t trust them”. The context is important here. In most of the 

offices I entered, the front desk and general office staff was almost always black women who 

often were framed as the backbone of most of these schools and yet, behind the doors of the 

leadership offices, there was the creation of contexts where their very being was called into 

question, a violent process.  

Even on white woman leader mentioned this about a majority black girl population, 

demonstrating the complexity of dealing with girls and violence,   

Becky: the girls if they’re boisterous you know it's they, they react big it's that's just in the 

culture. so when you say something to them and you ask [yourself] what's that hurting. 

[She thinks] Well they need to know how to act they need to you know how are they ever 

going to get a job if their boss says something and they go oh well. [And I think] but 

they're in the fourth grade right now there's time to develop those more particular skills. 

 

And, another white woman leader centered girl on girl violence when asked about where 

violence existed in her school.  
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Pauline: We do have ours, rangers from one girl, you know, in the bathroom walking by 

another girl she thought was hitting her to a child being disruptive and throwing chairs 

in the classroom. Now, even though he’s not causing harm to anyone, I guess technically I 

wouldn’t consider that violence, but it’s very much a disruption. 

 

Again, nested here is a perceptual piece and the power to define who is violent and who is 

simply disruptive. This is something to be explored more deeply in future work. Wayne again 

provides useful insight getting to approaching this particular gendered aspect of violence.  

Wayne: I approach boys differently than I engage with girls. I focus on the future and 

discusses how black males have different expectation. Which leaders me to very, very 

hard on my boys [since] “society has painted the black man in a negative way. I say to 

them, “You have to go out there and beat the norms, you have to do a little extra you have 

to run a little hard to push a little harder” and so that’s why I push them here and I make 

them do the thing because once they get into the real world they already have it hard. I’m 

very very hard on the black boys. 

 

Jamie’s view compliments this, but adds something important, a particular devaluation of the 

voices of women who lead a great deal of the households locally.   

Jamie: The structure of the schools in the system has been done well because there is a 

balance of males and females as it concerns the administration…Not a lot of father’s 

present. Many of the males have become tone deaf to a female’s voice given they keep 

hearing their mother’s voice. 

 

And finally, here’s Carl again not just capturing a rise in girl on girl violence, but the fact that it 

often happened in schools as opposed to fights between boys.  

Carl: when I was at the high school usually it was the girls that were gonna fight on 

campus the boys rarely fought on campus. 

 

Confronting the American Dream 

There are two extremes I found when discussing the American Dream and the line was 

clearly marked by race. Almost all of my white respondents’ response to the questions, “what is 

the American Dream” and “Does it still exist” in the affirmative, with the majority of my black 

respondents claiming a bit more uncertainty. Yet, in most, there was a complexity to their 

response. One white woman educational leader mentioned,  
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Yes, there is an American dream which is why people line up to come here. It exists 

whether it exists in people’s minds or in reality, what they think is often reality so yes 

there’s this American Dream… Do I think many people actually attain the American 

dream, probably not, probably not in the sense that they first thought it to be…” 

 

Echoing the juridical leader earlier, she also mentions, 

Like the people coming here from Guatemala, you know they’re seeking to get out of 

where they are from because of all the civil unrest…and so they get away from that, yeah 

absolutely, but when they come here they don’t get the riches and you know the fame, the 

wealth, the land of plenty kind of stuff. You know a lot of our Hispanic communities are in 

poverty.. and you know when the hurricane came here and destroyed that trailer park, 

those were a lot of our students. 

 

Another black male frames it this way, his version of the dream is,  

Every student will be treated fairly, every student leave with education ready for middle 

school…the principal and I agree that the racial component may be the greatest work I’ll 

ever do. 

 

But most telling, summing up this project and bringing this historical arc forward is one black 

woman administrator who stated her position on the American Dream like this: 

 

Jessica: I don’t know what the American dream is anymore. My grandparents achieved 

the American dream: they had land, cars, a house, their children, and grandchildren went 

to college. I’m not sure what the American dream is now. It may be different for you and 

for me and maybe I’m realizing it always been that way. I want my kids to be college 

educated, minister and teach others, empower them to love themselves, be self reliant. I 

have fear as a mother. I don’t know what the American Dream is and that’s scary. 

The American Dream itself seems violent and when thinking about how race has informed it, we 

may be able to capture why.  

Discussion: Traces that Remain and Haunting Specters  

I want to bring back two quotes I used earlier in this project. The first of these is from 

Field Mob in 2000 used in the introduction:   

We filthy boy, we nasty boy, we dirty 

You beef with me, you be deceased, you heard me? 

Cottin' pickers, and rottin' niggas, we takin' over 

We field boys, we soldiers, representin' Georgia  

 

The second is by Frederick Douglass from 1881,  
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As those who believe in the visibility of ghosts can easily see them, so it is always easy to 

see repulsive qualities in those we despise and hate. 

  

In both of these, there exist claims of expression, recognition, and ultimately an 

internalization of aspects of identity bourn of a tension between violent existence and persistence 

in spite of and in conjunction with violent birth and living—a necro-political consideration that 

illustrates the permanence of sentiments of identity and reflection of said identity in the other. 

Douglass brings to fore the haunting aspect of a primally hated body, that is, the black body and 

how regardless of what the negro may do, there still persistent a maintenance of a sort of chattel 

quality that Nelson Tift earlier illustrated and used to guide his practices in early Albany as its 

founder and a leading slave master. This image of haunting is again one that Du Bois speaks of 

in his defining of double consciousness—the concept of “ever warring” identities, itself seen as a 

haunting, particularly when conceptualized as a Fanonian pathology of blackness as I do here. 

Field Mob advances this by also collectivizing this warring state of being, one that that marks a 

certain immutable ontological position and demonstrates an embrace that also implies a call to 

action that reorients them, as black folks, to now move toward defense of the very state that 

offered them to the world as violence.  

This process of collectivizing re-splits the Douglassian us/them—white/black—and 

transitions into an intersectional relationality that includes historical blackness, geography, class, 

and more. Field Mob breaks open and owns a certain ontology of blackness, that itself is of a 

worldmaking violence and too makes worlds possessed by, as Douglas and Du Bois expresses, a 

type of perceptual violence of being that haunts. What this introductory comparison illustrates is, 

as Field Mob suggests, a taking over of a certain way of being, a way that has persisted, but now 

one that must rely on violent existence to deconstruct or destroy what has been, both individually 
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and systematically. Field Mod, through the image of the field, help to tap into even further this 

idea of terroir as it concerns race and violence and desire.  

Field Mob sets the scene for both recognizing a commitment to and validation of a 

violence as means toward a goal, that is, an American Dream, while also rupturing the notion 

that erasure of a historical positionality that in itself is violent and produces perceptually violent 

beings—ontological baggage—is tethered to memories of war, terror, and state-ness. These 

memories are ones that maintain themselves through poetics, but also seep in, throughout, and 

under institutional logics and the actors complicit in their maintenance. What this analysis sets 

the scene for, ultimately, is a noting of the internalized violences that have the possibility of 

obscuring what can be recognized as a fundamental expression of legacy-based forms of 

violence that have been here all along. This being the case, the following chapter worked to 

illustrate more of this teleological, but more accurately, connected warring double helix of 

violences as localized DNA.  
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Discussion 

And now you're walking, walking alone 

With all this blood on your soul 

All this injustice was fucking done 

Amnesia, that is so fucked up 

 

Time has come now pay for your crime 

Time has come now pay for your crime 

Blood - blood - blood - revengeance 

Blood - blood - blood - blood on the soul 

 

They can take your memory away 

But they can't take what you create 

 

Revengeance by Soulfly (2012)  

 

Toward a Violent Terroir of Revol[tion] and Revenge[anace]  

Tift entered Albany in the wake of violence while also firmly orienting the city to 

violence that arguably had a radiating effect given the migrations of folks from the South. As he 

entered the American South laid bare in the wake of a mythic violence that informed what he, as 

Albany’s founder, desired to move from. The “removal” of the Creek formed in a part the 

originary point for thinking of violent and the land of violence in Albany. Their bodies gone, 

myths take their place to tell their story. There remains a haunting of violence of colonialism and 

imperialism that remained in the Albany region.  

In Chapter 2, I illustrated how Tift help cultivate the fundamental state of being that 

required aversive living—that is, Tift as a regional Lord if we frame, as Du Bois and other have, 

the system of slavery as a sort of feudalism, below it even. There, in illustrating the qualities of 

an American Dream and how race informed its fundamental core, I hoped to illustrate how there 

exists, when viewing historically, a need to consider a developed terroir. 

In Chapter 3, when I highlighted in part how class played a significant role in the very 

will to confront those identities associated with blackness which plays out further here as gaps of 
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inequality spread. In other black belt sites class is shown to further exacerbate experiences of 

violence and premature death. I add to work like that of Jeff Davis who finds that “Black Belt 

counties under strong traditional elite dominance are mired in poverty and lagging economic 

development are at higher risk for distress and disorder” (Davis, 2000, p. 488) that helps 

emphasize the role of class in shaping opportunity materially. Given Albany’s location as the 

capital of the region, this finding lends to an understanding of what may persist in the black belt 

at large, specifically when we think of Du Bois’s findings at the turn of the century in Souls and 

later the lack of resources and localized control of institutions by banks and political leaders seen 

in during the period surrounding the Albany Movement. Davis’s findings join with that of 

Womack who devotes her book, Abandonment in Dixie to describing the case of the southern 

black belt and how its historical abandonment has reinforced cycles of poverty, low health, high 

crime, and low health outcomes today (Womack, 2013). Studies like these that have well 

established the poor more structural conditions that persist in the region call forth a need to more 

deeply investigate how these conditions have stretched between generations and central to this 

chapter, further inform the very nature of institutions responsible for contending with what 

Merton may frame a lack of opportunity structures for mobility and what could be called robust 

anomie given a persistence of at base the concept of the American Dream, itself incomplete in its 

theoretical deployment. Some studies have more micro and individual focus still historically 

grounded. For example Johnson’s Growing Up in the Black Belt captures the socio-genetic 

process that may have developed violent children in the region in a family across generations 

(Johnson, 1942). Ousey and Lee bring a more contemporary case study to fore in examining the 

southern culture of violence, one necessarily informed by a history of using violence to maintain 
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honor given honor being subsumed under the category of economic capital (M. R. Lee & Ousey, 

2011). 

In political science, given the warped meanings that shift across time and place, there is 

the argument for process tracing, that is, unpacking individual concepts to contend with the 

missing associations and potential for underlying phenomena that shape it (Rohlfing, 2007). I use 

this approach to frame this chapter and dissertation at large while recognizing how violence 

warps conceptions of time, space, and ultimately memory, collective and otherwise. Given this, 

as mentioned, violence across time can be more accurately framed as a web rather than a set of 

ordered events in that uncovering violence historically can have implications for being today. 

Violence as a unique phenomenon remains at its bottom a permanent fixture of time, given the 

constant restructuring and destruction of sense and in cases, ones embodied state of being for 

some. Violence when taxonomized has multiple regimes that crosses levels of abstraction. Like 

Ahmed who shows “how whiteness is an effect of racialization, which in turn shapes what it is 

that bodies ‘can do’”(Ahmed, 2007, p. 150) I have hoped to illustrate how a history steeped in 

such whiteness and processes of racialization show themselves in the operation of institutions—

that is, how these notions of possibility, the “can do” are confronted as was shown in chapter 2. 

This orientation toward bodily possibility, dialectically captures aspects of what bodies are 

restricted from doing, that is, when aligned with desire of the bodies, captures where violence 

may reside. Explored more has been the idea that there are possibilities of willing one’s body to 

“do” associated with desire and undergirded by the fundamental will of the body to make sense 

of a world 

More in-depth analysis of the transmission of a sort of culture of violence and its 

transmission are necessary. I also suggest more in-depth analysis of the Tift locating additional 



 

126 
 

conditions that black folks had to contend with as violent bodies. We should want to know how 

did it feel to negotiate a life while existing as chattel, flesh?  

Conclusion 

This was violent… Coming home…Writing about violence in the midst of rising normative 

violence, in the midst of three destructive storms that impacted my own family. I conclude 

writing this dissertation as I look out my window in the city that had the second highest rates of 

deaths from Covid-19 in the nation. It was all for the sake of understanding suffering given an 

ethic of love that requires a response to the cry. Here we are and I think that through this, later 

work using these interviews and the findings and theory work here will allow us to better reckon 

with violence and the sodden from which it comes. This dissertation, like the ground of clay, is 

filled with cracks and limits that will further be dealt with exposed in future work. In particular, I 

will explore more seriously not only institutional norms in the abstract, but how the show 

themselves in policies. I will also employ other interview and focus group data to get to other 

anchor institutions and their logics and the ways they are built and function on a terroir. Finally, 

future work will explore the concept of aversion, that is, a moving away from that is co-

constitutive of the American Dream and seen in anti-blackness. So much more must be said and 

done, but at this juncture, to move beyond the institutions of UCI, I will end here. This body is 

tired.  
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