
TITLE: Settlements, Street Gangs, and Solidarity: Reflections on Community Partnerships

WRITER: Lisa Junkin

PULLQUOTE: (1) “never again will a story be told as though it were the only one”

Community partnerships have recently become vital to the success of major institutions. Museums, universities, and other public establishments have been challenged by the public to become more socially engaged and relevant, raising new questions about communities, empowerment, and solidarity. Often the focus is on new and forward-thinking strategies for successful partnerships. As important as that is, I want to take some time to excavate the past as I consider how to move forward with my newest project: building a community partnership with members of the Vice Lords.

Conveniently I work at a historic house museum, so the past is always close at hand. The Jane Addams Hull-House Museum (JAHHM) is a site dedicated to the original Hull-House Settlement, an innovative site for art and education, founded in 1889.  It is one of Chicago’s oldest institutions, and also perhaps one of its most radical, if that can be said of an organization serving over 9000 people per week.  Today the Hull-House Museum serves as a memorial to Jane Addams, who was America’s first woman to win the Nobel Peace Prize, and other resident social reformers whose work influenced the lives of their immigrant neighbors as well as national and international public policy. Just as the Hull-House Settlement was a place where immigrants, social reformers, writers and others could imagine, convene and argue about the issues of the time, the Museum continues to provide a place to discuss and debate the contemporary social issues of today.

One of the museum’s newest projects comes from an unlikely partnership with members from a different sort of Chicago institution, the Vice Lords gang. An intergenerational group from the Vice Lords has recently formed to fulfill a dream of aging leader Bobby Gore to create a museum dedicated to the history of one of the gang’s factions. In the late 1960s, taking cues from Black Freedom Movement organizations of the era, Gore and other Vice Lords members created an organization called the Conservative Vice Lords (CVL). The CVL worked to redefine the meaning of a street gang, organizing to become a legitimate not-for-profit entity that fought the effects of drugs, violence, and oppression in their community. CVL leader Alfonso Alford declared, "Like society itself, we are in a time of change. Just as we used to fight each other on the street, we now stand together in a different fight for life — the life of a city, the life of a neighborhood and the life of a people who have been declared unemployable, uneducable, and unreached.” The CVL successfully mobilized the community of South Lawndale to clean up the streets, protest unfair living and working conditions, open black-run businesses, and work to end violence.

The CVL’s desire to create a museum and traveling exhibit (as opposed to donating their artifacts to a library or archiving it in some other fashion) reflects a fascinating choice to activate the public and offer alternatives to violence and crime for Chicago’s youth. It also offers an opportunity to retell a story they feel has been ignored or “whitewashed.” (It should be understood that the gang, like all organizations, consists of many individuals and groups with diverse interests and motivations. The agenda of the Conservative Vice Lords was different than that of the Vice Lords, and within the group there exists a variety of opinions.) Members talk with passion and frustration about recent television shows about gangs that featured the CVL. “We spent a lot of time telling them our story,” one member tells me, “but for all that, they didn’t get it right.” The members also feel oppressed by the Chicago political machine, which they argue targeted black gangs after Irish gangsters were legitimized through attaining elected positions.

This opportunity to support CVL members as they create an exhibit represents a new direction for the work of the Hull-House Museum. While the historic content of this exhibit falls outside of JAHHM’s era of expertise and collection and therefore does not match the museum’s primary mission, we are choosing to take on this work because it is an authentic opportunity for community outreach, to share our exhibit-making and education skills with a community that has asked for them.

I have a number of questions about the museum’s and my personal relationship to this project even as I move forward. All community partnerships have potential pitfalls, of course, but in this case it seems useful to reflect on what Hull-House history contributes to the discussion.  Rather than strictly answering these questions, I hope to open a discussion for further insight and inquiry.

The CVL project has a mission to educate the community and suggest alternatives to gang life. What should empowerment look like? How do we define “the community?” And what does it mean to empower this community in particular?


Much more than a direct service organization, Hull-House has been described as an experiment in democracy for offering innovative opportunities for education, cultural expression, and other tools for an active citizenry. Hull-House residents sought to empower their immigrant neighbors (or provide “uplift” as the residents would have called it) by offering job training skills; union organizing; lectures; book clubs; sociological research of urban conditions; art, music, and theater classes; a public kitchen; the nation’s first citizenship preparation classes; and yes, alternative activities for street gangs.

This was the Hull-House Settlement at its best, but it took years to arrive at such a broad understanding of empowerment for the residents of the Near West Side. In their first year at Hull-House, Addams and co-founder Ellen Gates Starr were primarily interested in cultural uplift. The necessity of union organizing, anti-sweatshop campaigns, social science research, and healthy milk programs had not yet revealed itself, though by living and working side by side with their immigrant neighbors, it wasn’t long before Hull-House residents discovered that cultural and economic empowerment go hand in hand.

But whom were the residents working to empower? In the early days of the Settlement, there was very little shared community among the residents of the Near West Side. Addams once suggested that the only thing these diverse immigrants shared was their poverty. One could add that the geographic, economic, and cultural marginalization of immigrants was another commonality. The neighbors surrounding Hull-House struggled to survive in a society that ignored or disdained them, even as it took advantage of their labor. Immigrants at that time, and sometimes today, were often regarded as lazy, dirty, backward, immoral, and often illegal. This is despite the fact that by 1898, 68% of Chicago’s population was foreign-born. But as Hull-House’s vision expanded to include economic uplift, appreciation of cultural diversity, and numerous strategies for social reform, a remarkable community consisting of more that twenty-four different racial or ethnic groups formed around the shared goal of personal and communal betterment--of empowerment--here, in the United States.

Perhaps this notion of a community based around common goals would be an appropriate way to begin framing the CVL exhibit as well. In discussing the project with friends and colleagues who, like myself, are not insiders to gang culture, concerns often arise about the ability of viewers to sympathize with gang members’ perspectives on a contested history. But if the exhibit can clearly portray the motivations of gang members to create safe streets, culturally relevant gathering spaces, educated youth, business opportunities, and in short, opportunities for empowerment, surely the story will resonate with members of the greater Lawndale community and many others in Chicago.

How does privilege play out in the relationship between the museum and the CVL? What does it mean to be a formally educated white woman working in an under-served neighborhood of color? Is it possible to create a meaningful partnership between an institution and a marginalized community group?

The question of privilege is one of the first that Addams faced upon moving to the working-class immigrant neighborhood of the Nineteenth Ward in 1889. She was among the first generation of white women to attend college and, like many of the residents who moved in, came from a wealthy background that ultimately granted her the ability to do the work of the Settlement. But Addams’ privilege also limited her vision for Hull-House in its early days as the Diet Kitchen project shows. A particularly unsuccessful project of Hull-House, the Diet Kitchen was an attempt to educate neighbors about cooking and nutrition and to provide affordable and healthy food to the neighborhood. While the idea was strong, Hull-House residents neglected to take their neighbors’ palates into account.  The New England style meals were largely unappealing to immigrants with a taste for such ingredients as garlic and onions, which residents believed were bad for digestion.

The Diet Kitchen is one example of a larger question that Addams and Starr faced: what constitutes culture in a diverse neighborhood? When they first began their program for cultural uplift, their notion of culture was limited to the appreciation of drama, literature, and art from the traditional canon. They operated from a belief that all people deserved to enjoy the arts, but they didn’t consider whose art counted. Addams and Starr decorated the Settlement with fine art (Italian Renaissance prints hung in the nursery), they read George Eliot’s Romola with literature clubs, and musical ensembles played classical pieces rather than the folk music that immigrants hummed all the way to America. These initial efforts soon gave way, however, to a far more inclusive understanding of culture and taste, one that was created through multicultural social relations and shared experiences. Addams’ Labor Museum, an exhibit and demonstration space founded at Hull-House in 1901, featured handicrafts passed down for generations and exhibited by immigrant mothers devoid of other opportunities for public praise and admiration. A lending library of European prints gave way to art making in all forms and the eventual creation of the Hull-House Kilns, an alternative to factory work that produced Mexican-style pottery, influenced in part by the workers’ heritage and interest.

I would be remiss in giving the impression that the Hull-House residents effectively worked through or “figured out” their issues of racial and class privilege, though. There were successes and failures in working with their immigrant neighbors, and we should expect no less in the eternal struggle for justice. Perhaps Hull-House’s greatest success lies in the fact that residents were devoted to this struggle for more than 70 years. As we begin our work with the CVL I hope to bring a similar sense of determination as we work through and with our differences.


Given the controversial nature of the CVL story and the very personal perspective of the participants, what does it mean for a museum to support and exhibit their story?

Despite being in print for one hundred years and becoming a key text for social workers around the world, Jane Addams’ autobiography, Twenty Years at Hull-House, has been criticized for its questionable accuracy. Some of the stories just don’t match other historical records and, as is true with many autobiographies, one wonders whether Addams’ memory of the past isn’t hindered by her twenty-twenty hindsight. Yet, the strength of Addams’ writing and its value today lies in her use of storytelling to bear witness to the lives of those in the Hull-House neighborhood. The stories of her own experiences along with those of her neighbors have convinced a century of readers of the urgency of settlement work. 

Storytelling in this way becomes a radical act, a powerful injunction for empathy and action. The JAHHM staff has found a method of discussing the value of radical storytelling borrowed from the District Six Museum in South Africa. This museum understands there to be four kinds of truth: factual truth, narrative truth, community truth, and restorative truth. Rather than trying to move all stories toward factual truth, the District Six Museum works to include all four truths in the museum exhibits, reminding viewers, as art critic John Berger said, “never again will a story be told as though it were the only one.” This has become a sort of motto at JAHHM, where we have begun to explore what it means for an institution to take a position on controversial topics like immigration. This is not the same thing as promoting propaganda or dogmatic beliefs around the topic, rather it is a strategy for inviting debate that has proven highly successful at our site.

With this in mind, I believe JAHHM can find ways to support radical acts of storytelling by the CVL, even as the stories remain complex and often controversial. I see our job as helping to give these stories life so that others can respond and help expand the dialogue. While I do think the CVL exhibit would be limited if it refused to acknowledge counter-narratives, the work at District Six and at JAHHM leads me to believe that exhibits do not have to come from a supposed neutral perspective in order to invite debate and dialogue.

*****


It should come as no surprise that all of these questions are about the nature and practice of solidarity. After all, institutions must better understand the meaning of solidarity if they are to shed their traditional, elitist ways in favor of authentic relationships with the public. Addams wrote that Hull-House “must be grounded in a philosophy whose foundation is on the solidarity of the human race, a philosophy which would not waver when the race happens to be represented by a drunken woman or a [wayward] boy.” 

How then, should the Hull-House Museum stand in solidarity with a gang, the very boys that society sees as wayward, incorrigible, and unworthy of uplift and active citizenry? As I continue to search for answers, I am reminded of educator Bill Ayers’ words as he reflects on the work of Addams: 

The stance of solidarity asks us to recognize that the people with the problems will also be the people with the solutions. That there is no outside expert who knows it all, no Lady Bountiful waiting in the wings who can provide the answers. No foundation or government grant that can replace the wisdom on the ground… If we choose to stir ourselves, to act against the hard edges of injustice, we might, each and every one of us, become the men and women sweating out Jane Addams' hopes here and now.

###
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1) Jane Addams, America’s first woman to win the Nobel Peace Prize. Jane Addams Hull-House Photographic Collection, JAMC_0000_0005_1437. University of Illinois at Chicago Library, Special Collections.

2) Italian boys from the Hull-House neighborhood. Jane Addams Hull-House Photographic Collection, JAMC_0000_0095_0112. University of Illinois at Chicago Library, Special Collections.

3)
CVL leaders stand beneath the sign for Teen Town, a “hang-in” zone for local youth. Bobby Gore is center. Courtesy Bobby Gore.
4) The CVL employed neighborhood youth to landscape Lawndale in the summer of 1968 under the slogan, “grass not glass!” Courtesy Bobby Gore.
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