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Blood 
Stains

by William Westerman

In 1890, a religious revival swept
across the Plains states among the
Native American nations with an
unusual message. It preached that
if believers kept dancing, then all
the ancestors and dead buffalo
would return, all the whites would
die, the world would be covered in
a flood, and those who danced
would survive the deluge. For this
ceremony, the Dakota Indians, who
had been defeated and impover-
ished, confined to reservations and
facing freezing cold and near star-
vation in the wintertime, designed
special new clothing, often made
out of the thin muslin sacks used
to haul in grain supplies in the ear-
liest days of reservation life. Unlike
traditional ceremonial clothing of
the time, many of these Ghost
shirts, as they became known,
were pure white, with an occasion-
al symbol to protect the wearer
from bullets. The shirts were too
thin to shield anyone from the
cold, but donning the shirt made
one immune from gunfire. On a
bitter December day, the Indians
were conducting a Ghost Dance at
Wounded Knee when the white
soldiers, interpreting the dance as
a threat, moved in to subdue this
uprising. They arrested the leader,
Sitting Bull, and in the confusion
and ensuing struggle to free him,
the US army opened fire, killing

around 300 unarmed civilians.
Those who weren’t killed outright
froze to death in the snow.

Was it aggression? On whose
part? Certainly, as the Irish-Ameri-
can folklorist James Mooney
would later show his mostly white
readership, this was a genuine reli-
gious ceremony, with appeals to
deity and belief in supernatural
intervention. Mooney’s family had
Irish republican sympathies; he
was raised in a Quaker town in
Indiana where Earlham College
was the dominant institution. It
was a religion, he wrote, but one
born of devastation and oppres-
sion at the hands of white
invaders. To the army it was war-
like behavior and little more;
some anthropologists said it indi-
cated a pathology. 

Today, someone might see the
Ghost Dance as an intertwined
religious and political movement,
or as a phenomenon calling on
spiritual intervention (like so
much religious life) and citing as
a goal the end of political oppres-
sion (like so many political move-
ments). The dancing, the
movement, the music, the cloth-
ing-these were all the outward
manifestations of deeply-held
beliefs, artistic ways of conveying
beliefs to one another, to the

whites, to the spirits. It is impos-
sible to separate the belief from
the action, the internally held
ideas from the creations and
motions that expressed them,
and in this case, the religious
from the political. And yet there
remain questions about the cul-
ture of the Dakotas in 1890: Were
they acting or reacting? Were
they protesting or despairing?
Were they hopeful or hopeless?
And, was everyone participating
of like mind about all these other
degrees of belief and 
commitment? 

It is far easier to shrug and shoot
and kill off what you don’t under-
stand than to take the time to dis-
entangle all the strands of belief
and life experience and tragedy
and victory and subjugation and
violence and transcendence and
alliance—and the other defining
relations that constitute social life
among beings with very unequal
power.

The negotiation of power rela-
tionships is a fundamental aspect
of human existence. On some
level we are always aware of the
power we have in a situation, or
we are trying to assess our own
and the other person’s. That is

[Continued on p.4 ➝]

From the Editor

F
olk arts are seldom seen
as progressive or politi-
cal, and artifacts of polit-
ical expression are rarely
seen as belonging to a
tradition of art-making.

Despite their differences, grass-
roots artists and grassroots
activists fight similar battles for
equity and justice, often needing
to begin by asserting the reality
and authority of their own expe-
riences. Folklore (another name
for art) can help people in these
struggles, and our recent exhibi-
tion “Folk Arts of Social Change”
filled the galleries of the Samuel
S. Fleisher Art Memorial here in
Philadelphia with folklore forms
that have historically helped peo-
ple to know and name them-
selves, to communicate collective
truths about their experiences, to
remember the past, and to fight,
in many different ways, for digni-
ty and justice. 

Our new exhibition took a wide
view of folk arts in its attention
to the crafted, creative and tradi-
tional quality of social change
work. In its attention to the
meanings and functions of folk
arts, the show took a similarly
wide view of Philadelphia’s pro-
gressive heritage. “Folk Arts of
Social Change” brought together
the kinds of progressive politics
(and possibilities) and roots tradi-

tions, or alternatives, that have
long been at the core of the
PFP’s work. We see art and
activism, not as things that “oth-
ers” do, but as processes that we
all call on in our daily lives. Our
“Folk Arts of Social Change” was
another step in working to make
both art and activism more acces-
sible to us, as  powerful and col-
lective resources. The process of
undertaking the exhibition was
moving and humbling, as we had
the opportunity to meet (and to
learn from) so many different
people who artfully craft justice
and equity in their everyday
lives. We see the exhibition, and
the glimpses of it that we share
in these pages, as just the begin-
ning of an ongoing project, and
we invite your responses—both
on the brief samplings we can
offer in these pages and on our
new web site, which will be
opening in the new year. (Please
come visit us at
folkloreproject.org). We hope that
you will share your thoughts.
(We’ll be happy to send you a
magnet in thanks!)

More than 170 interviews were
conducted by curator Teresa
Jaynes over the course of two
and a half years, and we are
happy to thank many for making
“Folk Arts of Social Change” pos-
sible. We received funding from

the Philadelphia Exhibitions Ini-
tiative (funded by The Pew Char-
itable Trusts and administered by
the University of the Arts), the
National Endowment for the Arts,
the William Penn Foundation, the
Pennsylvania Humanities Council
(the state-federal partner of the
National Endowment for the
Humanities), the Pennsylvania
Council on the Arts, and many,
many generous Philadelphia
Folklore Project friends and
members. We especially want to
thank Teresa Jaynes for her work
both in curating “Folk Arts of
Social Change” and over the past
five years at the PFP. By the time
you receive this, we are both
proud and sad to tell you that
Teresa will have left us and will
be working full-time on her own
art, the recipient of a 1999 Pew
Fellowship in the Arts. We’ll miss
her and wish her well…
—Debora Kodish

“Peace pillow” 
made in 1970 by the
author’s grandmother.
Photo: Will Brown 

Pro-choice march
across the Benjamin
Franklin bridge, 1992

Photograph by 
Harvey Finkle

3



all around us, from the battlefield
to the kitchen. If religion is ulti-
mately about our relation to the
divine, then politics is about our
relation to violence, force, 
and power.

In our interiors we nurture spiritu-
al thoughts, feelings, and beliefs.
Occasionally these are given
expression in places of worship,
in sacred spaces around the
home, in moments of trial or
emotion. But, though it is seldom
fashionable to say so, we also all
nurture our own observations
and reactions about power and
violence, rarely giving voice to
those impressions. It is those
moments when the interior
awareness of unjust power
breaks through in an artistic way,
often social, that the PFP exhibi-
tion “Folk Arts of Social
Change” celebrates. Folk-
lorists are most interested in
that significant place where
belief meets creativity. Why
does someone return to a
traditional art form that has
been banned? Why does
someone dance in opposi-
tion to an occupying army?
What possesses someone to
write on a freight train for
passers-by to see (as I recent-
ly saw), “Graffiti is art and if
art is a crime may God 
forgive me”?   

The development of a political life
starts in the family and in the
community. No single act makes
one political, any more than any
one act makes someone reli-
gious. No single act makes some-
one an activist. Each action is part
of a matrix of other actions one
has taken, in public or in one’s
personal life. Nor does any one
single personality trait, race, or
social class make one conscious
of the injustice of the world.
There are layers of experience
and ideas that are lacquered onto
each young mind: the words your
parents and relatives tell you
about how power works in your
little world; the violence you wit-
ness; the songs you hear; maybe
the movies you watch or the

books you read at what is called
an “impressionable age”; the
artists you come in contact with,
sometimes speakers who can
crystallize your sentiments and
inspire you to work with them.
Each experience, each quote you
remember, each book you read
becomes absorbed and synthe-
sized into your worldview, 
whose shape is as individual as 
a fingerprint.
Even in this, the most linear cul-
ture, we talk about these
moments of shape and transition
in circular, cyclical terms: it was a
“turning point,” a “pivotal”
moment, a “revolution.” A
moment when we turned away
from the path we had been
going. Every one of us can go 

through a whole catalog of such
moments, some of which are dis-
crete and some contiguous, one
action flowing into another. They
are, like most folklore, based on
face-to-face interaction. An anti-
war petition circulated by a
grandmother with her 8-year-old
grandson in tow; the compelling
testimony of a Central American
refugee, or the words of an
activist like Mike Finley articulat-
ing the history of a people, or the
voice of State Senator Roxanne
Jones soaring over rallies for the
poor, lifting the people beyond
everyday possibility, out of the
doubt of theory and into the
street of action; a tour of a prison
cell filled with hundreds of hand-
made papier-mâché statues cele-

brating freedom; breaking bread
and eating rice with survivors of
massacres, from Cambodia to
Guatemala to Sri Lanka. Each of
us has moments that make us
who we are. For me as a young
folklorist there was no moment
more profound (and ultimately
formative in my choice of career
path) than a visit in 1983 to the
uppermost storage attic of the
Smithsonian to see the Ghost
shirts from Wounded Knee, the
white cloths ripped from the
frozen bodies of the massacre
victims. I did not know that there
would still be bloodstains on the
shirts; time had not cleansed
them from the clothing, however
faint they remained. Having seen
them with my own eyes I have 

not been able to rid myself of the
stains either.

We all have moments that shape
and stain our outlook on the
world, on its powerful and its
powerless. Those pivotal
moments only form one stream
of thought and action, but there
are hundreds of influences and
moments of turning (or of calm)
in a given life. Much of it is hard-
er to document: the layers of talk
in a home and of moral instruc-
tion of the youth that pass by
almost unnoticed, little lessons
on how to deal with the govern-
ment, the police, and others
around you; the heroes of your
people and family; the living con-
ditions on your street and in your
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how I define political, though of
course most of what interests me
politically is in the larger scale of
social justice and injustice and
not in the sphere of politics in,
say, the classroom. To me, politi-
cal expression is among the most
complex and least understood
phenomena in the repertoire of

human behavior. Our lives are
defined by manifestations of
political life and yet they are usu-
ally transparent—all around us
but something we are looking
through, not at. (Shrewd political
consultants are mastering the art
of understanding just enough of
what the people want, and how
to manipulate that cynically for
different ends.) The country one
is born into, the state where one
lives, the neighborhood where
one can choose to live and with

whom—all these are the results
of centuries of political conflict
and consensus. Every child is
born political, because inscribed
in every birth is a particular loca-
tion in a nation or a colony, the
age and class and marital status
of the mother, the ethnic and reli-
gious background of the baby,

and centuries of historical forces
that brought the parents together.
We are all placed somewhere in
the social hierarchy from our 
first moment and we must struggle
forever to make the best of 
that situation.

As a student of folklife, what
makes it fascinating for me is that
once consciousness, language,
and creativity develop, each per-
son also becomes an actor in that
political drama, not just a labeled

being. On one level our role is
reactive, at the same time it is
creative. We create our station,
and may struggle to place our
offspring in a better one. All of
our political expressions, from
protesting injustice to celebrating
liberation, are reflections of our
internal beliefs about the way
power is distributed, shared, or
mishandled in our society, be it
on the local or international level.
But getting to all the levels of
belief, all the factors that make
one act the way one does, the
stories heard and the experiences
lived that change the way one
might go in life—that can be a
lifetime of work.

Like the practice of religion, politi-
cal behavior evolves throughout
a lifetime. Our lives are punctuat-
ed by religious rituals around
birth, puberty, marriage, parent-
hood, and death. No single event
makes someone a Catholic, or a
Buddhist, and even conversions
and epiphanies are points along
a trail. The same is true with the
political life; our lives are punctu-
ated by the irruptions of historical
events and by the political forces
that shape our country. They are
also punctuated and circum-
scribed by outbursts of violence

To me, political expression is 
among the most complex and 

least understood phenomena in the
repertoire of human behavior. 

We all have moments that shape and 
stain our outlook on the world, on its 
powerful and its powerless. Those 
pivotal moments only form one stream of 
thought and action, but there are hun-
dreds of influences and moments of 
turning (or of calm) in a given life.

Acts of political belief,
in Philadelphia: protest-

ing the Gulf War, 
and the closing of a

neighborhood library. 
Photos: Bill Westerman
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Above, left to right: Former AAU staff member Kim Lor
with youth at Mid-Autumn Festival, Greater Philadel-
phia Overseas Chinese Association language school

dance troupe, Cheung’s Hung Gar Kung Fu Academy
lion dancer, and Philadelphia Chinese Senior Citizen’s

Tai Chi class group performing sword form. Photos:
Rodney Attienza, 1999

Reclaiming a tradition: 
mid-autumn festival inPhiladelphia’s Chinatown

by Deborah Wei
In July of 1979, I traveled to live in Hong
Kong for two years with some goals for
myself. I wanted to learn to speak Cantonese and I want-
ed to experience the visceral reality of living under British
colonialism as a Chinese. Though I was born in New York, I
was raised here in the Philadelphia area. The thought that I
needed to travel halfway around the world to reclaim a lan-
guage was a reality which I had come to terms with as part
of what it means to be Asian in America. 

Before I went to Hong Kong,
Mid-Autumn Festival was

just this to me-a few stories and
another strange custom

my parents tried to infuse into
a household where their four
children fought desper-
ately to “be American.” 

I had been in Hong
Kong for three months
when the Mid-Autumn
Festival occurred. It was
an experience which
would profoundly
change my life. As a
child in Philadelphia, I
knew that once a year (if
my parents had time to
make the trip to China-
town), one night they
would take out a card-
board box weighing sev-
eral pounds. Inside the
box would be four heavy
cakes, made of a mixture
of bean paste and lotus
seeds. My parents would
take out the cakes lov-
ingly, cut them up and
offer them to us. As chil-
dren, we would screw
up our faces at the
strange food, noses wrin-
kled. We’d take tentative
tastes of the precious
cakes, then run off to

watch “Patty Duke” or
“Leave it to Beaver” or
we’d hit the streets to
play half ball or wiffle
ball. I never really
thought about what my
parents talked about after
we all cleared out of the
kitchen. I never thought
about why they valued
those four cakes so
much. 

My father talked of the
Mid-Autumn (or Moon)
Festival sometimes. He
had been raised in an
orphanage which was
run by Christian mission-
aries in Shanghai.
Though his mother was
alive, she did not have
enough money to feed
them both and gave him
up to the missionaries.
One year, after the
Japanese invaded Shang-
hai, the orphanage was

closed and my father
returned to his village to
be with his mother. He
returned just in time for
the Mid-Autumn Festival.
He remembered sitting
outside under the moon
eating mooncakes, nuts
and fruits with the moth-
er he hardly ever saw. 
Before I went to Hong
Kong, Mid-Autumn Festi-
val was just this to me—
a few stories and another
strange custom my par-
ents tried to infuse into a
household where their
four children fought des-
perately to “be Ameri-
can.” Another time for
my father to get nostalgic
while we squirmed with
anxiety to run off and
play. There was no spe-
cial significance to this
day. We went to school.
My father went to work.
No festivity. It was just

another day. 

On October 6, 1979, I
was at the home of the
Chau family—my adopt-
ed family in Wanchai,
Hong Kong. Baat-mouh
(a term of respect for
mothers of friends and
acquaintances) spent the
day cleaning, cooking
and preparing a feast.
Ming was my adopted
brother. He spent hours
patiently explaining Chi-
nese culture to me. He
was incredulous at my
seemingly boundless lack
of knowledge of the tra-
ditions and cultural
markers which were fun-
damental to his under-
standing of what it meant
to be Chinese. That day,
he told me, “Tonight,
you will see something
really beautiful. This fes-
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ers represented their
search for justice, reaf-
firmed the dignity of their
culture, and expressed
their devotion to La Vir-
gen (Our Lady). 

La Virgen is the most
important symbol of
Mexican and Mexican-
American identity and
culture. After the 1519 to
1521 conquest of Mexico
by Cortés, indigenous
peoples were subjugated
and forced to practice
Christianity. La Virgen de
Guadalupe’s appearance
to Juan Diego, a poor
Indian peasant, on
December 12, 1531, has
come to symbolize hope
and dignity for the poor
and marginalized. She
represents the integration
of Aztec and Catholic
beliefs since the hill
where She appeared,
Tepeyac, was also the
site of worship to the
Aztec goddess Tonantzin.
La Virgen’s appearance
as a brown Virgin Mary
also signified the emer-
gence of the mestizo race
and culture that resulted

from the Conquest. Since
1531, Mexicans and now
Mexican Americans have
carried her image in
numerous demonstra-
tions and protests-from
the 1821 war of Mexican
independence to the 
1910-1920 Mexican Revo-
lution, from United Farm-
worker’s strikes 
of the 1960s to protests
organized by mushroom
workers in the 1990s. 

L
uis Tlaseca
migrated to
Southeastern
Pennsylvania in
the early 1980s
and after years
of working in

the mushroom industry
became active in union
organizing. Mr. Tlaseca
was active in organizing
the Kaolin Worker’s
Union (KWU), and he
talks about the signifi-
cance of La Virgen de
Guadalupe for Mexican
culture and activism: 

“We march with La Vir-
gen to give the impres-

sion—not only to give
the impression, but to
show—that we are
believers. She is our
Mother and by carrying
Her we believe that She
is going to help us, Her
children, who are seek-
ing justice so that there is
peace. For this reason we
always carry the image of
La Virgen de Guadalupe.
For me, the most positive
and direct message is
that we are not alone,
that we have a protector
who is always with us.
The message that we are
sending is that we are
protected by Her and
that She will help us in
seeking justice and peace
and in resolving our
problems. At an organi-
zational level She helps
to unite us. The presence
of La Virgen is a way of
drawing people so that
they will struggle for
their rights.” 

Often, an image of La
Virgen is carried in
marches, and Mr. Tlaseca

explains, “The workers
are the ones who decide
that we will carry La Vir-
gen. We want to show
that even though we are
in protest, She is still our
protector. When the
workers have problems,
such as accidents at or
outside of work, they live
with the hope and faith
that La Virgen will aid
and guide them. The
problem is that many do
not understand the
meaning of La Virgen for
us… She is a part of our
culture, our beliefs, our
faith. She is our Mother
and we believe in Her.
We believe that She is
always with us, and that
her presence is a cause
of happiness, a source of
strength that makes us
feel whole again. 

At present, Luis Tlaseca
and members of the
KWU are involved in
labor negotiations over
basic issues such as
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Members of the Kaolin
Workers Union at the Ken-

nett Square Mushroom 
Festival, 1994. Photos:

Miguel Díaz-Barriga and the
Kaolin Workers’ Union

I
mages of La 
Virgen de
Guadalupe 
(Our Lady of
Guadalupe) are
everywhere in
Chester county—

in Mexican restaurants,
on T-shirts and bumper
stickers, at the offices of
Catholic services, at a
local convent, on ban-
ners hanging from busi-
nesses and homes, and at
political protests. For the
estimated 10,000 Mexi-
cans who have migrated
to the region, mainly to
work in the mushroom
industry, devotion to La
Virgen (Our Lady) signi-
fies both their connection
to Mexico and hopes for
their future in the United
States. For many
migrants, including labor
activists, the meanings
associated with La Virgen
also inform their attempts

to overcome marginaliza-
tion and demand justice.
This was especially evi-
dent in 1994 when a
group of workers carried
an image of La Virgen de
Guadalupe in the main
parade of the Annual
Mushroom Day Festival. 

The Festival, which
includes a mushroom
cook-off, a beauty
pageant, tours of mush-
room farms, and a street
fair, was organized by
civic leaders and mush-
room growers to educate
the public about and
promote mushroom pro-
duction in the region.
The Festival also serves
to bring the community
together—local artists dis-
play their work, high
school bands march in
the parade, and dinners
are held for civic leaders.
For the most part, even

though migrant labor
plays such a large role in
the industry, festival
organizers have not
emphasized the role and
presence of workers.
Until recently, the Festi-
val culminated with the
crowning of a mushroom
queen who was present-
ed along with the winner
of the mushroom-picking
contest. This contest was
the major way that the
Mexican community par-
ticipated in the Festival.

The group of about
twenty-five workers and
representatives from the
Committee to Support
Farm Workers who
marched in the parade
with La Virgen sought to
emphasize the role of
Mexican workers in
mushroom production
and demonstrate their
growing influence as a

labor movement. The
year before, mushroom
workers had organized a
strike and a union at
Kaolin Mushroom Farms.
Kaolin management,
however, challenged the
legality of the union elec-
tions. Aided by lawyers
from Friends of Farm-
workers, the Kaolin
Workers’ Union (KWU)
engaged in a legal battle
that went all the way to
the Pennsylvania
Supreme Court. After five
years of legal maneuver-
ing, the Supreme Court
ordered management to
negotiate with the KWU.
In all of their marches
and protests, including
the 1993 strike and a
march from Chester
county to Harrisburg,
members of the KWU
carried images of La Vir-
gen de Guadalupe. In
doing so, Mexican work-

La Virgen de Guadalupe and
Struggles for Justice in

Chester County
by Miguel Díaz-Barriga and Luis Tlaseca



Many Philadelphians have
fought for liberty and jus-
tice, truly for all, and have
used compelling traditions
of grassroots art-making
in their struggles. Despite
official silence, active
repression, and commer-
cial appropriation, these
home-made traditions of
art and politics endure. 

Folk arts are seldom seen
as progressive or political,
and artifacts of political
expression are rarely seen
as belonging to a tradition
of art-making. When we
take a closer look, the
statements that these
objects make can seem
surprising, and remind us
that a complete sense of
history, arts and politics
remains hidden from us.
The objects gathered in
the “Folk Arts of Social
Change” exhibition have
been part of many differ-
ent and continuing strug-
gles for justice, equity and
freedom in the last five
decades. Whether little or
widely known, these 
various struggles depend
on traditions passed on
and developed within

communities and out of
collective experience.

The hand-made objects and
carefully saved memorabilia
displayed in this past fall’s
exhibition carry important
stories: of naming, of
renewal and remembrance,
of taking risks. Some
objects recall defining
moments of courage.
Others represent powerful
visions of peace and free-
dom, or times when the
weak outwitted the power-
ful. Such common themes
come out of the shared
experiences of people
(whether they call them-
selves activists or not)
across movements, decades
and miles. In the often dan-
gerous places in which
these arts originated, and in
these galleries where we
displayed them, the folk
arts of social change are
vehicles for transmitting
unofficial history, for pass-
ing on and preserving
knowledge that spans gen-
erations. 

This ongoing project is
about how we choose to
act, about how we learn

and transmit ethics and 
values, and about how com-
munity-based arts help
make this learning and
teaching possible. Folklore
inhabits the boundary
between the individual and
the collective, and while we
attempted to describe 
in this exhibition some col-
lective patterns, inevitably
there are many individuals
whose experiences are not
yet included. We invite 
you to share your stories,
experiences, and reflec-
tions, and to help build a
collective picture that 
can truly pass on the hard-
won wisdoms that come 
from struggles for a 
better society. 
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Welcome to “Folk Arts of Social Change!” 
The following pages offer a very brief tour of our recent exhibition. We wish

we could also bring you the dynamic feel of the full exhibit— the sounds of

peoples’ voices telling their own stories, the video of demonstrations, and the

chance to literally add your own voice to those gathered on the “chant wall.”

For a fuller sampling of what we have been up to, visit our forthcoming web

site (www.folkloreproject.org)…

FOLK ARTS OF SOCIAL CHANGE
Excerpts from an exhibition

Photo left: Girard 
College protest, 1965.
Photograph courtesy
of Temple University
Urban Archives

F O L K  A R T S  O F  S O C I A L  C H A N G E :  I N T R O D U C T I O N
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Lion, 1987
Painted papier-mâché and
cloth made in Hong Kong .

Courtesy of Sifu Shu Pui
Cheung. Photo: Will Brown

Viewers at the exhibition.
Photo: Thomas B. Morton 

[Continued on following page  ➝]

Folk arts are sometimes dis-

missed as being simple, old-

fashioned, or conservative—

but beneath their surfaces

can lie complicated histories,

functions and meanings. The

folk arts shown here work

hard: they link people to her-

itage and lost homes, they

tell stories of tragedy to the

rest of the world, and they

create resources for resis-

tance. They allow complicat-

ed responses to difficult

questions.

Precisely because they offer

indirect critiques of power,

many folk art forms that do

not seem overtly political

have been effective tools of

survival and sites of resis-

tance. Folk arts can allow

people to imagine and

rehearse freedom in times

and places where political

repression or oppressive sys-

tems make direct opposition

impossible. 

In Philadelphia, a traditional

festival like Chinese New Year

annually turns the world

upside down, changing the

balance of power. Folktales

exchanged at a social gather-

ing create satisfying

moments in which the poor

but clever trickster bests the

stronger and more powerful

adversary. Folk arts can be a

life preserver for ideas about

freedom and liberation, help-

ing those ideas stay afloat,

whether tapped or dormant.

The people who sing, tell,

make, and use these arts play

important but mostly unac-

knowledged roles in sustain-

ing resistance and the imagi-

nation of freedom.

The challenges posed by folk

arts, and their progressive

possibilities, are not always

readily visible. The practice of

folk arts can in many ways be

an unknown and dangerous

path, followed at 

personal risk.

Ah Chey and the Rich Man
“One time, the rich man gave Ah Chey his chewing pouch,
in which he carried his betels and nuts. The rich man told
Ah Chey to carry his pouch for him, and to follow him on a
visit to the palace. The rich man rode on a horse and Ah
Chey ran after. The pouch was heavy and Ah Chey did not
tie it up-so everything fell out as he ran. When the rich
man got to the palace, he called Ah Chey to bring his
pouch but there was nothing in it. The rich man asked,
‘Where is my betel and nuts?’ Ah Chey said, ‘I ran after
you. You were riding too fast and I do not know where the
betel and nuts went. I did not dare to stop to pick them
up because I was afraid that I would lose you.’ The rich
man said, ‘Next time, don’t embarrass me like this. If any-
thing falls off, you must pick it up.’ So next time, Ah Chey
was ready to pick everything up, and he did-he even picked
up the horse droppings. When they arrived at the palace,
the rich man called Ah Chey again, asking for his chewing
pouch. When he opened up the pouch, he saw that it was
full of horse droppings. The rich man was very embar-
rassed and shouted at Ah Chey, ‘Why did you put all of
these horse droppings in the pouch?’ Ah Chey answered,
‘You told me to pick everything up!’”–Told by Touch San,
translated by Chiny Ky
This traditional Khmer folktale is one of many stories
told by Khmer refugees here, survivors of the Khmer
Rouge. It concerns a poor servant who outwits his rich
and powerful master. Ah Chey wins this power struggle by
taking his master’s words literally: his seeming stupidity
masks his cleverness. Ah Chey refuses to take his mas-
ter’s crap (figuratively) and gives him his own crap back
(literally).

Exhibition display of
canning that includes
jams, pickles and veg-
etables from Ms. Epps’
garden, 1998, as well
as Mrs. Epps’ memory
dolls. Photo from the
exhibition: Will Brown
Painting of “Ah Chey
and the Chewing
Pouch” by Eang Mao,
1997

Heritage gardening and seeds of resistance
“I put in my garden today some dandelions, plantain, chickweed,
lambsquarters, okra, greens—all of this is grown by mother
nature which was originally eaten by African Americans to sus-
tain themselves on the plantation. I have herbs, berries, fruits,
vegetables from the past to the present and the present to
the past. Because my great uncle who was ninety-five, he was a
slave. So these are things that were passed down. Because the
master didn’t but give them bread and water to live, but they
knew they needed more to sustain them, so they found grasses
and natural foods that they got from their own home. They
used to steal from the family garden and with the rotten meat,
they knew how to make a meal and not be sick. And this is how
they survived, and this knowledge has been passed on to 
this day.”–Blanche Epps
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On lion dancing in Chinatown
“In Chinatown on New Year’s, the whole community is out at
twelve o’clock on a weeknight. The police have blocked the
streets. People are running all over, setting off fire crackers.
It’s the one time when the community really totally owns the
streets. There’s no tourists. It’s just folks who have a reason
to be there.
Lion dancing is a lot more popular in the south, where most
people from Chinatown come from. Because it’s associated
with kung fu, it is by and large pretty working class. This is not
a rich boy’s sport. You’re paid as entertainment by people who
have money, to appear at celebrations, and bring luck. 
My son Aaron, who is a lion dancer with Sifu Shu Pui Cheung
now—he was the one who came home from school in kinder-
garten and told me that he didn’t want to be Chinese any-
more. So I said, ‘Why do you say that?’ And he said, ‘Chinese
people are stupid. In school everyone calls me the stupid Chi-
nese boy.’ So I said, ‘Do you think you’re stupid?’ And he said
‘no.’ And I said, ‘Is Mommy stupid? Is Daddy stupid? And I
went through this litany but at the end of that he still kept
saying, ‘But Chinese people are stupid.’ So this constant
assault on his identity, on who he was, it was just very painful.
How he got into kung fu, I think, was his own child’s way of
seizing power. I think he’s come to the realization that he ain’t
gonna change who he is. He’s Chinese, it’s not something he
can get away from. He is very conscious about race. You
watch him trying to make sense of this thing, whatever this
thing is, in his mind. And one day, I was walking in Chinatown
and I saw my  old Sifu, my kung fu teacher. And I introduced
them and Sifu looked at my son and said. ‘Do you want to
come and study kung fu?’ And Aaron looked at him and his eyes
got real big and he said ‘Yeah.’ And it was the first time I saw him
like actually interested in anything Chinese. So I started taking
him and he just got totally into it, and after that he got totally
proud of being Chinese. He’s looking at these pop icons—Jackie
Chan and Jet Li—almost as life preservers. His kung fu school, it’s
the one place in Philadelphia where it’s like all the other guys are
listening to the Chinese guy.”–Deborah Wei



T H E  P E O P L E  U N I T E D  W I L L  N E V E R  B E  D E F E A T E D

15[Continued on p. 16 ➝]14

Displays of posters, 
banners, props and 

t-shirts from Philadelphia
demonstrations. 

Button collections, c.
1930s-1990s. 

Photos: Will Brown

Naming a position and acting on

beliefs are continually necessary

folk arts. Some people learn

activism from family and neigh-

bors. Others find their way

through experiences that forever

change the way the world looks.

When people connect with one

another, work collectively and

cultivate a movement, they both

draw on and create a storehouse

of tools and techniques: the

craft of social change. Leaders

pass on their wisdom to succes-

sors, colleagues learn from one

another, and children inherit a

family tradition of political

action. In this work there is cre-

ativity, analysis, doubt, conflict,

drudgery, ethics, and values.

The signs, banners and puppets

in this section represent the 

visible parts of collective efforts.

The events at which they are

carried require tremendous 

levels of coordinated planning

and attention to thousands of

details: What kind of event will

be staged? Which words and

images should be used? How to

control the message to the

media? What will draw a crowd?

Both in planning and demon-

strating, individuals can find

space to craft their own posi-

tion, and to contribute their per-

sonal style and vision to the

larger effort.

These objects also represent

some visible ways in which peo-

ple risk serious personal and pro-

fessional fallout for taking unpop-

ular stands. Demonstrations, sit-

ins, actions, die-ins, sick-outs and

other interventions are among the

ways like-minded people build

community out of shared risk.

Public events also balance the

necessary but mundane behind-

the-scenes work with liberatory

moments of catharsis, humor, and

celebration.

Record your chant
Chants are memorable, portable, and effective verbal art forms that can unify a
crowd. People recall not only the words of chants but what it felt like to hear
others shouting the same words together… At the exhibition, we invited people
to write their memories of chants on re-recordable cards. Our chant wall filled up
with words passed on, folk poetry remembered, reused…and people gathered
around to listen to one anothers’ words.

What do we want? Freedom! When do we want it? Now!
What do we want? Justice! When do we want it? Now!
What do we want? A Union! When do we want it? Now!
What do we want? A contract! When do we want it? Now!
1, 2, 3, 4. We don’t want your racist war.
1, 2, 3, 4. Open up the clinic door. 5, 6, 7, 8. Don’t tell us when to procreate.
Stop the bombing, stop the war. U.S. out of El Salvador.
Hey, hey, ho, ho! The death penalty has got to go.
Hey, hey, ho, ho! Clinic bombers have to go.
Hey, hey, LBJ! How many kids did you kill today?
Hey, hey, Reagan and Haig! How many nuns did you kill today?
Hey, hey, what do you say? How many workers have you screwed today?

Racist, sexist, anti-gay. Born-again bigots go away.
Hell, no, we won’t go! We won’t fight for Texaco!
Ronald Reagan, he’s no good! Send him back to Hollywood!
Stop anti-abortion lies. We will not be terrorized.
Gay, straight, black, white. Same struggle, same fight..
The people united will never be defeated.
Our bodies, our lives. Our right to decide. 
Down with dope. Up with hope.
Say it loud. I’m black and I’m proud.
Ho, Ho, Ho Chi Minh!
No justice. No peace.
They say give back. We say fight back.

Peace! Now!
Freedom! Now!
Fed Up. Can’t take it anymore.
Give me a U-N-I-O-N. What’s that spell?
The Unions got the power. Workin’ people’s power. 
Power, power, power! Power by the hour.

Condensed messages
Lapel buttons get the word out, display solidarity and help people con-
nect on issues they care about. Wearing a button is about making a
public declaration of a personal belief. The words on a button can spark
conversation and debate, whether between strangers or friends. They
help people of like minds to connect, and they make divisions apparent.
A button asks its reader, “Where do you stand?” or “Are you with me or
against me?” These small beacons help a community survive when it is
underground or virtually invisible in mainstream culture.
Buttons’ size and durability make them easy to keep through the
years. People who save their buttons are recording their own history of
political activity and interests; many collections chart their owner’s
political growth, along with changes in perspective and in intensity of
commitment. Button collections also provide details about political
parties and campaigns, networks of organizations, significant events
and battles, and the leaders and martyrs of political causes. Like
bumper stickers and t-shirts, buttons condense a political position
into a few succinct words.
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Photographs of the
installation of “Big
Shoes to Fill,” more
than 100 pairs of
shoes of activists,
annotated with their
stories about times
when they “took a
stand,” “walked the
walk,” or “followed
in the footsteps” of 
inspiring others. 
Photos by Will
Brown

Viewers at the exhibi-
tion opening. Photo:
Thomas B. Morton
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Folk sayings are easily remembered,

but not always understood. People

talk about “walking the walk” and

“following in the footsteps” of others,

about “taking a stand,” “standing

firm,” and “standing tall.” These say-

ings, along with many traditional

proverbs, are all commonly expressed

folk wisdom about social change, and

they condense and preserve the 

experiences of many who have 

gone before.

Such folklore passes on basic values.

When we talk about having “big shoes

to fill,” we are remembering larger-

than-life heroes and holding ourselves

accountable to them. When we praise

people for “walking the walk,” we are

acknowledging the difficulty of back-

ing up words with deeds. These ways

of speaking encourage us to think

twice about our own steps; they are

reminders that any of us can choose

to “walk” in a particular way.

The shoes that we displayed represent

the real steps and invisible labor that

many different mentors and role mod-

els have contributed to movements for

freedom, justice and equity. These

shoes belong to a wide range of indi-

viduals. Some have national reputa-

tions and others are best known on

their neighborhood block. Like the

installation we assembled, social

change is built one pair of shoes at a

time—and every step counts. 

B I G S H O E S T O F I L L F O L K  A R T S  O F  S O C I A L  C H A N G E  E X H I B I T I O N
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Left: Robert M. Smith’s bolt cutter
with cloth case, used to break into
GE, 1984. Next page: William H. and
Miriam Crawford’s dining room from
Parkside Avenue, Philadelphia,
1940s-1990s. Reinstalled in the exhi-
bition. Photos: Will Brown

Acts of conscience
“On the morning of January 30, 1984, in memory of
Mahatma Gandhi’s birthday, we drove up to the back of
a test facility at the General Electric Space Center in
Valley Forge. The sun was just coming up and it was
cold. I remember there even being a light snow. Taking
the pair of bolt cutters, we cut through the locks and
climbed to the top of the building via a stairway that
goes up the back of the test facility. When we reached
the top of the building, we poured blood that had been
drawn from our arms onto the test equipment. The act
represented the bloodshed that would ensue in war and
was a reminder that we should cherish life, not threat-
en or destroy it with nuclear weapons or any kind of war
planning.
Then we unfurled down the side of the building a very
large banner—if you can imagine a five-story banner,
easily a story in width, hanging from the side of the
building. It had taken weeks to make. It was anchored
at the top with a number of magnetic weights. It read,
‘DSCS III is immoral and illegal.’ (DSCS III stands for
‘Defense Satellite Communication System’ and it was
the name of the satellite GE was producing for nuclear
war planning.) But even though it was quite visible to
the turnpike that adjoins that facility—I mean, we
could hear people honking-we sat at the top and waited
for probably close to an hour before we were arrested. It
surprised us that frankly, the reaction, and getting the
police wasn’t a lot faster. We expected to be up there all
of minutes. We watched as the police came up over the
hill, five or six police cars, plus a van-all for four people.
Some of the time was spent praying. We had a bit of a
service prepared, I seem to recall. We also took up a
bullhorn, where we spent a few minutes addressing the
security personnel who were scurrying around down
below. Hours later, we were taken before a magistrate,
before being jailed upon refusal to pay bond. We were
jailed for, I think, five days before the bail was reduced
to personal recognizance, and subsequently the
charges were dropped against us out of concern that
we would argue a justification defense.”
–Robert M. Smith

Dignity Suits
“When I graduated from high school, even though I had
two scholarships, I knew that my family could not afford
for me to go to college. So I started working. So I looked
for a job, looked for a job. And finally found a job with the
American Friends Service Committee with the Quakers.
Now, the reason I applied there, and I felt comfortable,
because I thought it was the American Friendly Service
Committee. I used to make $1.91 an hour. My first check
was fifty-seven dollars. 
I think the first time I felt that I had an inkling to strug-
gle was when I went to Blum’s, a really nice department
store, to buy an outfit. And I had tried on some clothes.
And the woman said, ‘Who’s helping her?’ And the other
woman said, ‘Don’t worry about it, she’s a spic, she’s
not gonna buy anything.’ And I was the only one in the
dressing room. Something just hurt. So I tried on the
two suits. I had just gotten paid. I paid her. I told you—I
made like fifty-seven dollars a week. And each suit was
fifty dollars back then. It was 1967 or ‘68. I bought
both suits. And I wrote a check. When I got home, my
mother said, ‘We have to take them back.’ I told her, ‘No
mom, I have to buy them, I have to buy them.’ My mom
said, ‘Why?’ (My mom always told everybody this story.)
I told mom, ‘Today I bought my dignity.’ And of course,
you know, I was broke for the next two weeks. So I think
that was when I really noticed that things were differ-
ent. Because, there was disparity, but I always thought
it was because we were poor, that we couldn’t get those
things, not because we were of color.”–Rafaela Colón

F R E E D O M  I S  M Y  B A D G E

Bill and Miriam

Crawford have been

well-known activists in

Philadelphia since the

late 1940s. Many people

first met Bill when they

visited his store, the

New World Book Fair in

West Philadelphia. Open

from 1961 to 1974, the

store featured Marxist

and African American

books; it was an invalu-

able resource and a

gathering place for

many people and for

progressive causes. The

Crawford’s home was an

equally important set-

ting for formal and infor-

mal political work.

The walls of their former

dining room chronicled

four decades of their

political life. They

recorded the Crawfords’

involvement in the

Communist party, in the

civil rights, Black Power

and anti-war move-

ments, the “Stop Rizzo”

campaign, and Bill’s

own campaign for city

controller. Like an elabo-

rate, oversized scrap-

book, the walls seam-

lessly mixed political

memorabilia with

favorite images of

African American liter-

ary and musical figures,

popular culture, car-

toons, and photographs

of old friends. Each

piece has a story.

Thanks to the help of

many, we were able to

preserve the Crawford’s

dining room walls and

reassemble them in the

exhibition. An artistic

creation in its own right,

the Crawford’s assem-

blage evokes the homes

and workplaces of many

activists. Like other folk

arts, these lovingly-

tended walls of memory

and struggle trace com-

munity and convey folk

history. 

We took the name of

this section from Bill

Crawford’s words:

“Thomas Henry Barnes,

known as ‘T.H.’ was my

grandfather, and he was

the son of a runaway

slave. So the anti-slav-

ery movement was sup-

per table discussion and

laid the basis with me. I

think that my first con-

tact with Marxism was

through a booklet or

something that my

grandfather had. But I

think the most impor-

tant factor was the

struggle in the black

community for freedom.

Freedom was my badge,

which I got from my

grandfather and my

great-grandfather, hav-

ing been a slave and

escaped, that was a very

powerful influence—the

need to understand

what it meant for a

slave to break out, and

not just a man but for a

woman with a baby in

her arms. If you can pic-

ture them tonight com-

ing up through here get-

ting here and finding the

place you were sup-

posed to go, and the

kind of courage it took. I

shudder at the number

of people who never

made it.…”

—William H. Crawford

F O L K  A R T S  O F  S O C I A L  C H A N G E  E X H I B I T I O N

(In the exhibition, we included the 
following story, along with a missing
polaroid photograph from 1968, once
owned by Rafaela Colón, showing her
in the suit described. Our label
explained that sometimes objects
don’t remain to document peoples’
experiences, and in those cases, 
stories are important tools for 
keeping memory alive.)

[Continued on p.20  ➝]
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“His instrument is his spirit”
“The tror sao is one of the main instruments for
playing the music for Cambodian weddings. In a
lot of the music, especially the wedding, the tror
sao would lead the music and then other musi-
cians would follow that. When my dad used to
play, he would be the tror sao. And the whole
group used to be our family—seven people, play-
ing takhé, khim, tror ou, drum and singing. Way
at the beginning, my brother Koung Khom played
the drums. My sister Leap played the khim,
along with me—she would also help sing. I would
play the takhé and my sister Lisa would also
play the takhé. Sometimes we would change
around. My brother Sipo would play a tror ou, or
switch with my father. My father still plays the
tror, with a new group that he helped organize.
We don’t play together as a family any more. We
survived the Khmer Rouge, but my brother died
here from cancer. My sister Leap was really tal-
ented , creative and outgoing. She was caring to
others. She was killed on June 30, 1996 as a
bystander in a violent shooting spree in the
community. The reason I name both the arts
and the tragedies is that you have to carry on
the art-it helps you remember at least. And
sometimes art can help you forget and some-
times forgive. So no matter what happens or
what kind of tragedies my father went through,
he wouldn’t give his music up. Although it is hard.
Sometimes you feel you are playing in pain,
because usually you used to be in a group with
all of the family and now my father is in a group
without us. For me, it is painful. I couldn’t handle
it, but for him he is into it and he really cherish-
es the music, no matter what. It is like breathing
for him. It’s like a weapon to protect yourself. 
His instrument is his spirit.”
–Leendavy Koung (daughter of the artist)

Right: Tror sao, two-
stringed violin by Peang
Koung, 1980s. Far Right:
a case of objects associ-
ated with “stories to live

by,” including a pen-
nant from the 1963

March on Washington,
a “Save Chinatown” t-
shirt, artifacts from the

Powelton “FBI Street
Fair,” the first Take Back

The Night March, the
first issue of the Ladder,

and more. Photo:
Will Brown Words to Live By

“There comes a time when we must act, not because it is
traditional, not because it’s acceptable, but because
conscience says that it is right.” 
Guideposts, words of inspiration, can come from any-
where—and inside the front cover of his daily planner,
Father Paul Washington keeps such words: facts, quotes,
dates, statistics about African American buying power
and numbers of African Americans incarcerated, words
of scripture, names of civil rights martyrs, and more.
When he is called on to speak, he is never at a loss,
always prepared. Many have depended on Father Wash-
ington, over the years, for his readiness, for knowing what
to do, for helping others to find the ethical, just and
righteous position. The words in the front of his planner,
and the many dates and appointments inscribed in its
pages, are reminders of both the struggle to find the
right and ethical way, and the hard daily work of building
a just society. Formerly rector of the Church of the
Advocate, Father Washington’s planner from 1968
includes the dates of the third Black Power Conference,
held at the Advocate under his tenure, on August 28
through September 1, 1968—a time when “something
revolutionary took place there.” The planner also chroni-
cles countless meetings on many issues of importance
to his parishioners in the North Philadelphia neighbor-
hood of the Advocate, and on local, regional, national and
international issues.
“Reggie Schell came, from the Black Panther Party, and
they wanted to have a rally. And they wanted to use the
church. And of course, what you knew about the Black
Panther Party, you read in the white press. ‘These are
people who believe in violence and this and that and the
other.’ And I listened very carefully to what the Black
Panthers were saying. They were saying ‘We have a right
to defend ourselves. And if violence is perpetrated on us,
we feel justified in defending ourselves by violence.’ 
I always sought for an answer as to ‘Why?’ Why would you
do it? And I wanted to be able to justify my answers the-
ologically and biblically. They’re saying they have a right
to self-defense, and by God, I believe they have that
right. People really came for that rally from all over the
country—10,000 people. And people were afraid that
there’d be violence. Not a single incidence of violence. And
so they came and went… There are some firsts that
took place there, at the Church of the Advocate.”
–Father Paul M. Washington

Left: Father Paul Washington’s 1968 leather-
bound calendar. Below: Objects included in
“Stories to Live By” section: alternative
papers, perspectives on Frank Rizzo, a t-shirt
“Welcome to Philadelphia” on the MOVE
bombing. Photos: Will Brown

Plenty of history is stored in

the memories and keepsakes of

those who lived through both

legendary and little-known

struggles for justice and free-

dom. The everyday objects

gathered in the final section of

“Folk Arts of Social Change”

were associated with signifi-

cant experiences. Like the

hand-made objects in the open-

ing section, their meanings,

messages and uses are kept

alive by their custodians; such

meanings are not always readi-

ly apparent.

The objects included are physi-

cal evidence of important sto-

ries, and of the community that

emerges from the kitchen

tables, the streets, and the

church basements where work

for social change began and

continues. Each of the artifacts

reflects aspects of the identity

and perspective of the person

who saved it, as well as the

history of a family, a communi-

ty, or a political movement.

Justice and equity live both in

the stories that animate these

objects and in the debates and

disagreements that they pro-

voke. Each of these objects

holds many stories for its

owner. In the exhibition, we

told some of these stories; oth-

ers remain unsaid.

Stories associated with these

and other objects of memory

elaborate universal themes:

epic sagas of conflicts between

good and evil, the exploits of

clever tricksters and venerable

sages, tales of great risks and

of how people have “paid the

price.” There are coming of age

stories, and stories of how peo-

ple have served as witnesses

and actors, playing their part,

expected or not. All of these

themes have been played out,

like great social dramas, in the

streets of Philadelphia—and

they are still being played 

out today…  
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sonal liberation that can come with
fighting for equity and justice. 

But while these stories contain the
usual suspects of corrupt politi-
cians and abusive police, they go
beyond simple morality tales of
the struggle between good and
evil. Along with bold acts of hero-
ism, there are stories of reluctant
heroes. There are tales of preju-
dice and violence within the
ranks, and stories of burnout from
the tedium of organizing and of
paying the price for one’s beliefs.
Whether the setting is in the 1950s
or in the late 90s, there is a con-
sistent thread of finding one’s fam-
ily of choice and of building
community through that work.
Ultimately, each story reflects a
basic credo: stay informed, partici-
pate and make a difference. All of
the stories come from interviews
and are transcribed as they were
spoken. Cuts are marked with

ellipses and our edits with brack-
ets. As usual, we edit only mini-
mally, preserving the style of
spoken words, of peoples’ voices. 

I am honored to have had the
opportunity to get a glimpse of
the diverse legacy of social
change in Philadelphia. The men
and women who participated in
this project lent more to us than
just their memorabilia, art, or
shoes. I was deeply moved and
inspired by the collective wisdom
and compassion that I found. The
Philadelphia Folklore Project is
indebted to the many people who
took time away from their work to
share their experiences and
insights with us.—Teresa Jaynes

Passing it on
“My father…raised us to be con-
cerned about bigger things. I
mean still be concerned about
your immediate family, but
we…were kind of raised socially.

So our house was this open door.
Anybody that needed a place to
stay could stay there. I mean,
every Sunday he fixed breakfast,
fish and grits and coffee, and peo-
ple would just pile in the house.
And you would hear all the con-
versation.

This is where I first started hearing
political conversation, and not just
about the Vietnam War, but about
the Second World War and the
Korean War, which I had a broth-
er in. Second World War which
my father and his peers were in.
You got a chance to hear this
racist stuff about the war and the
kind of things that they did… So
you would hear all the political
stuff about work and all that.
You’d hear the social gossip about
whose cheatin’ with who and who
was in the bar the night before.
You know? And who’s locked up.
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Photographs from the exhibition
opening. Above, photographer

Bob Brand looks at images from
his collection with exhibition-

goers in the Crawford’s dining
room (the“Freedom is my

Badge” section). Right: Teresa
Jaynes talks with friends in the 

“People United Will Never 
Be Defeated” section. 

Photographs: Thomas B. Morton
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As you round the corner in the gallery
of the “Folk Arts of Social Change”
exhibition you are greeted by over a
hundred pairs of shoes that seem to be
marching together. Each pair has a
number that corresponds to a card in a
nearby binder. On the cards the owners
of the shoes have written their reflec-
tions on what it means to them to stand
up for justice or why they have chosen
to work for social change. One of my
favorite pair of shoes in “Big Shoes to
Fill” is from Barbara and Stephen Gold.
The pair is made up of one shoe from
each of them. On the card that accom-
panies the shoes Barbara wrote, “Our
mismatched ‘pair’ comes as a pair
because we have worked together in
the movement so long that it is truly a
joint effort… Racism, sexism, discrimi-
nation against the poor, the disabled—
Taking stands against all these is the
fabric of our life and that of the chil-
dren we raised.” Many of the people
interviewed for Folk Arts of Social

Change also described their stamina
and commitment to the work as being
an intrinsic part of their family life
(whether that family is kin or the fami-
lies we choose to create). 

In doing the field work for this exhibi-
tion I interviewed over 170 individuals.
At a modest estimate of four stories per
person, it comes to 680 stories of social
change and I just scratched the surface.
In this exhibit we just begin to assemble
what folk arts of social change look like.
It is a mere slice of a much bigger pie.

The best of the stories reflect the com-
plexity of the dilemmas, relationships
and ethics that people have faced while
working for social change. While none
of the narratives are limited to a single
point, the following selection in this
issue of Works in Progress is grouped
along four prominent themes: passing on
a commitment to act for the greater
good, taking a stand for your beliefs,
outwitting a powerful foe, and the per-

Folk Artsof SocialChange
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Teresa Jaynes in the
PFP office. Photo:

Debora Kodish

Save Chinatown 
t-shirt, loaned by
Mary Yee, 
displayed in the 
“Stories to Live
By” section, with a
story about the
struggles of the
Chinese communi-
ty to preserve their
neighborhood.
Photo: Philadelphia
Folklore Project

The vice president of our local at that time was a
woman. She stood up… She pointed her finger at
this person and said, ‘Siddown now!’ He did. The
laughing stopped. And she just looked at me like,
‘Are you gonna continue?’ When we were walking
back after the whole session was over, my body was
shaking. I mean, I can’t tell you how horrible it was. I
had her for support at that moment, otherwise I don’t
know what I would have done. I would have never
done that again. I can still feel it.”—Sylvia Liberman

“I got arrested around Christmas time, ‘cause I was
with a group from the SNCC [Student Non-Violent
Coordinating Committee] office. We’d gone to a
diner… and the place, like most of these places,
wouldn’t serve us because we were an integrated
group. And so we all got arrested. It was funny
because you sort of figure that you’d have these
noble moments. You know, you’d steel yourself up
and all of that. But I remember feeling at the time,
‘Shit, I don’t really wanna do this.’ You know, it was
so close to Christmas. I wanted to go home. But
there we were. We went off to the city jail. And once
we were there, there were about a dozen of us, and I
was the only non-black male. I wasn’t a white male
either. So the question that came up quickly was:
where would I go to jail? And I got put with white
prisoners in the city jail. And I said, ‘Look, why don’t
you just put me with these other guys?’ But the
logic… that the guard was telling to me… was that I
wasn’t colored. Which meant I wasn’t black. Of
course I was colored, but that—you know. So
because of that, then I have to go with the white
prisoners.”—Ed Nakawatase

The Weak Outwitting a Powerful Foe
“So we spent about 90 days planning, and we spent
90 days crystallizing all of the complaints… And then
we said, November 17th at 10 a.m., we’ll call for a
strike and walk out of all the schools… And at 10
a.m., students started to walk out of their schools…
all across the city. They came from as far as Bartram
and Overbrook. And the police scanner was saying
that they just left Southern, and they’re walking down
Broad Street. They just left Bartram High School.
They’re coming down Woodland Avenue, right?
They’re coming from every direction, by the thou-
sands. 100,000 students. It was the largest walk-out
student protest in the history of America. And there
has not been one this large since then. Well, the
interesting thing was, before the police action against
the students, one of the young students hollered out
the window, ‘They’ve agreed to 24 of our 25
demands”… And the students just went wild, they
hollered, screamed and clapped. And it was at that
point that somebody said they heard Frank Rizzo say,
‘Get their black asses.’ And at that point the police
started wading in, and wading in with tear gas. But it
concluded with some positive things—the first time a
student bill of rights was done. And the students
grew and they learned something. A number of them
were beaten and drug through the streets and stuff
like that…  And they paid a bitter price for it. The

students retaliated by tearing up
center city Philadelphia. They real-
ly just really swarmed across the
entire city, and went on a ram-
page.”—Walt Palmer

“That takes me back to 1971 when
we began to get a number of
clients who were just returned
from a training program funded by
the federal and state governments
in the Poconos where people from
the inner city and clearly economically depressed
areas had been recruited to learn how to operate
such daunting pieces of heavy equipment as bull-
dozers and front-end loaders and graders and grade-
alls… And we began getting these clients coming in
and saying, ‘Well, I spent six months up there… and
whadda you know, when I come back they’re not
giving me any work and I’m starving.’…And their
experiences led the Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission to conclude that they’d been set up and
that they were the victims of racial discrimination by
a union that had no intentions of integrating their
work force.

So we began a lawsuit, class action lawsuit, challeng-
ing racial discrimination by the operating engineers…
And the case was assigned here in federal court in
Philadelphia, to Leon Higginbotham… About a year
or so into the lawsuit… operating engineers who had
heard about the lawsuit, whites, went down to the
hiring hall which was then located at 12th and Vine…
and en masse 50 or so white operating engineers
came there in trucks and physically beat up three
black operating engineers who had testified at a
deposition about the case... And so we went to Judge
Higginbotham and won an injunction. And we actual-
ly had a trial for about a week on these incidents…
And Judge Higginbotham ended up issuing a 70-page
opinion recalling the history of blacks in this country,
slavery, the slumbering 13th Amendment, the Civil
War, the post-Civil War civil rights acts. And what was
happening in Philadelphia in 1972, by the violence,
and retaliation against black construction workers,
was just an extension of what black people had suf-
fered in Philadelphia and in the United States at the
founding of this country and through and including
the Civil War and beyond. And it was a magnificent
opinion. Some criticized it at the time as being unnec-
essarily historical in concept… But it was actually the
most eloquent piece of legal writing to put in context
what had happened here.

And as things developed after that year and a half we
won, and Judge Higginbotham issued a very broad-
based order which in effect said, ‘The operating engi-
neers industry has discriminated against minorities in
entry, in training, in promotions, and most important-
ly where it hurts most:  in the pocketbook.’ And he
issued a very broad-based injunction. And that case
went to the Court of Appeals on that issue where we
won and ultimately to the United States Supreme

Then you would hear them network
to help each other. People having
hard times and who needed what.
And so this all kind of took place in
our house. My father said there was
always room to help somebody. And
people would go hunting or fishing,
they would give it to my dad and
he’d throw it in the pot. He was a
real good cook, but he cooked
everything the same way with toma-
to paste and over [the] top [of] rice…
So, people would give it to them
because they knew they could
always come and get something to
eat. And every Sunday he cooked
fish and grits and coffee and rolls.

And they’d come on shifts. And so you’d get to hear
this discussion and you get to hear all this stuff. And
he was just like this magnet for the community.” —
Maisha Sullivan

“I grew up with a lot of stories around the table and
if I were to say what is the one thing that probably to
pushed me to do union work, it was probably the
stories around the table… You have a standard that
you have to live up to. Right? Like what would my
father would say if he thought that I ratted somebody
out because they signed the union card?  What
would my father say if… I was a shop steward and I
didn’t do every single thing I could to make sure that
that person’s job was protected? Or the case that’s
happened to… most union activists on the job, is that
as soon as you become a really good shop steward,
management offers you a management job… You
would never even think of taking the job. You could-
n’t take it… because the ghosts in your head would
like, you’d become a schizophrenic. Right? I mean,
your mental health depends on [it]. Your head would
blow up! That’s right!”—Denys Everingham

“The purpose for coming here was the fact that they
couldn’t study in Russia unless they wore a yellow
pass… they had to identify themselves as Jews. So
the family started inching out. A sister came and a
brother. You know, one sent for the other. And then
they needed jobs, and it was in the needle trade. And
they were really sweatshops. And they got very busy
with the thing and became organizers for the Amal-
gamated Clothing Workers. So I was very familiar
with strikes… My mother had a very good idea, too.
During the strikes… no-one suffered during the
strikes. Everyone turned their salaries into my moth-
er, and even those that were on strike did not miss
anything. She doled out their weekly allowances to
all of them.”
—Miriam Seidler

“My father didn’t have a job when I was a kid
because of his politics… He was a teacher and he
actually came to Philly to teach …got a job but then
lost it because he was a Marxist. He had a bookcase
that he kept locked. And I remember him deciding
that I was old enough to see these books. My under-

standing, because I was little, is that the FBI ques-
tioned our neighbors and my father was out of work
and many of his friends were out of work. So, I
remember feeling so grown up that he showed me
these books, which I was not the least bit interested
in, but they were fascinating in other ways because
there was this locked bookcase and he trusted me
enough… You know, there are just many, many sto-
ries of injustice that I grew up on understanding. It
was difficult in a way because there were real limits
[also], and because I respected [my parents] so much
I think there were struggles for myself around… my
own rights or lack thereof as a woman. And I’m a
lesbian, so in terms of issues of homophobia, the
limits were very clearly there. But… my parents were
so progressive in many [other] ways, and their ideas
really made sense to me… So I had to find my own
way with that… my own discrimination or what I felt
I was ruled out of because I was a woman just hit
me in a very different way and enabled me to speak
up for myself, which was really important in under-
standing why other people speak up for
themselves.”—Nora Lichtash

Taking a stand
“Once when I was thirteen…I was in Columbia,
South Carolina. On my birthday we went to a dance,
a Ray Charles dance. And it was a dollar and we
danced all night, and we had a great time… And so
we’re all back…sitting on the steps across from a
road… [and] there was a phone booth across the
road. And these two soldiers were at the phone
booth. And they were white. One was an officer.
And all of a sudden these bricks and bottles went
hurling from our side of the road, crashing, breaking
the glass of the telephone booth and hitting the offi-
cer in the head. And he started bleeding. And with-
out any conscious thought… I sprung across that
road as fast I could and threw myself on this white
man so that—and I knew that my body on his, that
they would stop throwin’ the bricks and the bottles.
And they did stop… And some of the neighbors
were mad at me. My cousins at first couldn’t under-
stand it. There was a lot of screaming and sobbing
because there was a lot of blood and there was a lot
of glass and broken stuff… And it was just a mixture
of confusion and violence and it felt awful. It felt
bad. And I wasn’t sure why I did what I did… sud-
denly it was like, gee, being thirteen wasn’t so great.
And maybe at twelve I was better. And I just always
remember that. ”—Barbara Smith

“We’re talking about ‘75, ‘76, ‘77. Women were not at
that time active in the labor movement in Philadel-
phia… I remember going to a state convention [of
the Pennsylvania Federation of Teachers] and reading
the results of the women’s rights meeting… And I
remember one of the membership standing up on
the table and saying, ‘Siddown! We’re not interested
in that crap!’ And it was mostly men there. And they
were clapping, and they were laughing, and I was
the one they were laughing at. My whole body want-
ed to cry and run away. And I just stood there. I
remember who it was. I mean, you never forget that.

Folk Arts of Social Change: Curator’s Selection/ continued from p. 23
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tival is the most fun. New Year of
course is special, but the Moon Fes-
tival is really something.” I nodded
stupidly. That evening, the Chau
family gathered as Baat-mouh took
care of the seemingly endless rituals
necessary to conduct the ancestor
worship for Mid-Autumn Festival.
Then we all crowded around the
tiny fold-out table in the ten-by-ten-
foot space that served as bedroom,
dining room and living room. Baat-
mouh had cooked many dishes.
Chicken, fish, pork, beef—all kinds
of meats. Soup with dried dates.
Vegetables and large quantities of
fresh fruits. And of course, moon-
cakes. 

In addition to Ming’s parents and
his two brothers and two sisters, his
uncle joined us during these festival
times. A-Kauh lived in a tool shed
in the toney section of Hong Kong
known as the Peak. There, in a
housing complex peopled by white
folks and late model BMW’s, Mer-
cedes and the occasional Rolls
Royce, A-Kauh lived amongst the
rakes and the hoses. He was the
groundskeeper and earned extra
money on the side cleaning off the
dew from the cars in the morning.
The nine of us tucked in, eating
and laughing. After the meal we
cleaned up as fast as we could, and
all piled out of the house and into
the alleys to find our own favorite
Mid-Autumn hang-out spots around
Hong Kong. Ming and I hopped on
a tram headed for Victoria Park. 

The streets were packed, and as we
got off the trolley, I saw the sight
that would cause me to fall in love
with my own culture and heritage,
and with a holiday. There before
me, hundreds of families sat in the
park waiting for the moon to rise
high in the sky. Children ran every-
where with lanterns lit. Each family
had staked out an area for itself
with rows of candles. Music played
softly in the background. Hawkers
sold lanterns and snacks. It was
peaceful, joyous, and the spirit of
family was so sweet. We wandered
through the park for several hours,
watching the children play and

holding our own lanterns up to the
sky. Ming said, “But now we have
to go to the Peak.” We boarded a
crowded bus that wound up the
mountains in central Hong Kong
and all along the side of the moun-
tain path, lights sparkled as people
made their way up and around the
mountain with their lanterns. The
moon shone in the sky, large and
round. When we got off the bus
and began to walk around the
mountain with the rest of the revel-
ers, I realized all that I had lost. I
finally understood the tenderness
my parents showed in our dining
room when they cut open the
cakes to share. I began to under-
stand what it would mean for my
father to be able to spend this holi-
day with his mother in a war-torn,
poverty-stricken village in China.
When Ming reached out to hold my
hand for the first time, I fell 
in love again…

In the summer of 1996, three mem-
bers of the Chinatown Committee
of Asian Americans United (AAU)
took a group of immigrant China-
town youth for a picnic. While the
group sat in the shade of a large
tree along the banks of the
Schuykill, the youth talked about
homesickness and in particular
about the elderly in Chinatown.
The youth, who ranged in age from
12 to 16, realized that though the
homesickness was bad for them, it
would be much worse for the
elderly. The times they felt the most
homesick were during the tradition-
al holidays—Chinese New Year and
the Mid-Autumn Festival. From this
quiet conversation, the idea to
mount a Mid-Autumn Festival in
Philadelphia Chinatown began to
blossom and grow. 

AAU has always seen arts and cul-
tural work as a fundamental means
for creating social change in our
communities. Folk arts in particular
can be a catalyst for social change
because they have a special power.
They unite the political fight for
social justice with a profound cul-
tural thread which speaks to the
heart and the spirit. We believed

that working with these youth to
establish a Mid-Autumn Festival in
Chinatown would not only fill a
cultural need, but also could serve
to raise the consciousness of the
Chinatown community about 
our fundamental human right 
to culture.

Chinatown, where AAU has its
main office, is often viewed by pol-
icy-makers as a dining and tourist
zone, rather than as a residential
neighborhood. Larger commercial
interests have shaped Chinatown’s
development and impeded the
community’s own ability to main-
tain a vital vernacular culture: there
has been no place for the commu-
nity to gather for itself, or to prac-
tice and enjoy traditional arts. With
this in mind, we began together to
recreate festival, to recreate home,
on Tenth and Vine Streets.

The youth decided they would like
to do a play based on a folktale
about the Moon Festival. But many
of the youth were unclear about the
story. They had vague memories of
a story about the Moon Maiden,
and many of them wove a mish-
mash of various folktales together
in their minds trying to remember. I
am a “jook sing”—a Cantonese
term which is used for American-
born Chinese. (It literally means
“hollow bamboo” and implies while
we have the “outsides”—the physi-
cal appearance of being Chinese—
we lack the “insides”—the heart
and soul, spirit and culture of being
Chinese.) As a jook sing, I was little
help in trying to figure out the folk-
tale. After a bit of library research
we came up with two versions of
the tale and the youth worked to
create the play “so other kids out
there don’t forget the stories the
way we did.” The youth themselves
chose the theme for the first festi-
val: “Honoring the Elderly.” They
worked for two months organizing
logistics, making paper lanterns,
preparing scenery for the play, and
lining up additional acts, one of
which was the Senior Citizens’ Tai
Chi Group from Chinatown. They
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wages, health benefits,
and work conditions. In
the KWU’s office, work-
ers regularly meet not
only to talk about strate-
gies but also to converse
about their hopes for the
future and their experi-
ences as migrants. Images
of La Virgen de
Guadalupe, which adorn

the walls of the office,
serve as reminders of Her
presence. At the 1994
Mushroom Festival a
giant mushroom walked
through the crowds, par-
ticipated in the parade,
and oversaw the mush-
room picking contest.
The mushroom symbol-
ized the power of this

commodity for the eco-
nomic well-being of the
region and the vitality of
the community. For Mexi-
can workers, the pres-
ence of La Virgen in the
Festival represented an
alternative sense of com-
munity and well-being
that went beyond eco-
nomic considerations. In

the United States, Mexi-
can migrant workers have
maintained their devotion
to La Virgen to express
their search and demands
for dignity, justice and
belonging.

–Miguel Díaz-Barriga
and Luis Tlaseca

Maintaining tradition: mid-autumn festival/ continued from p. 7 Maintaining tradition: mid-autumn festival/ continued from p. 26

La Virgen de Guadalupe and Struggles for Justice in Chester County/continued from p. 9

thought perhaps one hundred peo-
ple might come to see their festival,
but were really not sure who might
attend. 

On that cool fall evening four years
ago, over 450 people from the com-
munity showed up in the play-
ground of Holy Redeemer for the
first Mid-Autumn Festival. By last
year, the attendance had risen to
over 600. This year, as we prepared
for the fourth festival, we realized
that many of the youth involved
with the first play had moved on.
They now have jobs and greater
family responsibilities. Some have
moved out from the community in
search of more affordable, decent
housing than what is available in the
cramped confines of Chinatown. A
new group of youth have begun to
work on carrying out the festival.
Some of them, like me, cannot read
or write Chinese well. We sat with
Chinese song sheets written out
phonetically and prepared songs in
Mandarin and Cantonese for a sing-
along. Other youth and elders told

us what the songs mean. Dances
were practiced in one end of the
office space. The planning commit-
tee has grown and includes youth
and elderly. We still search for ways
to offer young people access to folk
dance and singing traditions in a
consistent way. The festival has
become a reason to celebrate, and
as such, has become a reason to
develop craft and technique. It has
also become a vehicle for under-
standing the dynamic nature of tradi-
tion. It was only after we mounted
the festival in Chinatown that I
learned from my father that the
lanterns which were so precious a
part of the festival in Hong Kong
and in Chinatown were never a part
of Mid-Autumn Festivities in north-
ern China where he grew up. What I
had assumed to be a ubiquitous part
of the festival turned out to be “a
southern thing.” And of course, the
annual Mooncake Eating Contest
and the Chinatown Macarena Dance
which has come to mark one of the
finales of the festival are pure home-

grown Philadelphia traditions. And
so it goes. Each new idea for
reclaiming culture has become a
complex, multilayered adventure. 

On September 25, 1999, AAU spon-
sored the fourth Mid-Autumn Festi-
val celebration in Chinatown. My
children, and the others who came,
learned the story of Houyi and
Chang E. They saw mooncakes not
as the weird heavy cakes in the
cardboard box, but as “the special
treat we get to eat once a year.”
They lit their lanterns and ran with
their friends through the playground
at Holy Redeemer. They built memo-
ries of a sacred, spiritual link to
thousands of years of Chinese cul-
ture. My father and the other elders
who attended remembered their
childhood in China. This year, under
the full moon, my husband and I
celebrated the twentieth anniversary
of our “first date”—and I will fell in
love all over again…–Deborah Wei

Folk Arts of Social Change: Curator’s Selection/ continued from p. 24

Court on issues involv-
ing the contractors and
the contractors associa-
tion, and that case didn’t
itself end until late 1989. 

But at a tremendous
price for people who
were willing to be, in
effect, the lead plaintiffs
and to stand up and to
do the right thing. And

it was during the course
of that case that I got a
number of threats on
my own life and which
led me to believe that I
must be doing some-
thing right if someone
felt that I ought to be
threatened.”
—Harold Goodman

“I decided to work with

folks at Philadelphia
Council of Neighbor-
hood Organizations on
a housing survey of land
speculation in North
Philadelphia… I did title
searches on entire
blocks. And they were
all controlled by four or
five individuals. Big time
speculators, slum lords
sitting on property, not

giving a crap, tax delin-
quent… And we were
trying to figure out, how
do we make a point
about this? ‘Cause all
these people were tax
delinquent. They owed
all these back taxes,
which were funding for
the schools! Right?… But
how do you package
[Continued on p. 28  ➝]



street fair. And the next day they
were gone.  They never came
back and they never figured out
who stole the files.”
—Robert J. Brand

Personal Liberation and Sustenance
“You talk to all sorts of different
people who had their run-ins with
the draft during the ‘60s and I
remember when… One of my
good friends did some real serious
political body painting on me, so
that when I did go through the
[draft induction] process and was
told to strip this and strip that, the
appropriate slogans began to
reveal themselves. So, we had a lot
of fun back then, I can tell you…
That’s what it was all about at that
point... If it wasn’t fun, it wouldn’t
work so well. People do this stuff
because they’re serious, but the joy
that you get out of…‘Speaking
truth to [power].’ It’s really liberat-
ing. And if it wasn’t liberating per-
sonally to engage in social change,
you wouldn’t have a movement.”
—Karl Baker

“It came from my experience with
the Radical Fairies. Well, it was the
Stonewall 25 demonstration, and
ACT UP was a part of the anti-
demonstration, which was the ille-
gal demo up 5th Avenue. Because
that year they had changed the
route and banned the drag queens,
and banned the floats, and it was
just this total bogus rainbow card
thing. I was in the demonstration,
and I’d been in ACT UP for a few
years then, and I was really
exhausted, really burnt out. And
we were saying the same chants,
and all these people were dead or
dying… And so I sat down on this
corner, and watched everything go
by. And then I heard this amazing
drumming. And I looked up…
and there’s these beautiful incredi-
ble fairy puppets floating above
everything. And they were like
hugging people, and dancing, and
below them were like naked peo-
ple, and people painted in all
these colors, and people in wheel-
chairs with masks. It was phenom-
enal. It was like the liberated zone
of that protest march… And so
twenty blocks later, I’m naked run-
ning down 5th Avenue under

these puppets screaming my head
off. And that also taught me this
incredible language that like—
Wow! Not only could can these
puppets translate incredible vocab-
ulary in one instant image, but it
also is inspiring. And you could
dance under them. And the people
who make them were so alive.
And it challenged everything I
thought about art. And it chal-
lenged everything I thought about
what could happen on the street.
Because what happened was, it
was totally transformed. That
place, that moving location, was
an autonomous zone that didn’t
have a time, or a place, or an
agenda, or a politic, or a language
or anything. It was this absolute
liberated zone. It was amazing.”—
Mattyboy Hart

“During the McCarthy period,
political folk music was always a
big thing for me. I wrote real
corny songs that we would sing.
And so many political people are
so earnest. I found some old stuff
that a friend of mine and I wrote
and we were just hysterical. It was
a real cut at the earnestness…
Among the most exciting time [was
when] folksingers would come in
from New York, or who knows
where, and we’d have what we
called hootenannies at people’s
houses. And, I mean, I met Woody
Guthrie, I met, like, everybody.
And we would just sing and play,
and the house would shake. I
remember that. The outside world
was hostile. But that was so pow-
erful, the stuff we sang.”—Libby
Frank

“I remember it with the large abor-
tion, the pro-choice demonstra-
tions in Washington. And one of
them I took my daughter to when
she was, I don’t know. She was
probably in her early teenage
years. And she was so used to liv-
ing in a family that never voted for
the candidates that won and
always were out of step with the
mainstream. And I remember we
arrived at this demonstration and
she said, ‘All these people agree
with us?’ And I said, ‘Yes.’ And it
totally gave her this picture of her-
self differently in this society, as
not being this child of total
weirdos, but being part of a move-

ment.”—Jean Hunt

“The absolute wonderful thing
about the civil rights movement for
a lot of people is that music kind
of carried you through it. As I
remember, the first time I was
arrested… I remember when we
were in jail they had separated the
men from women obviously…
And so the way we would make
sure that everybody was okay in
the male section, the way they
would make sure we were okay, is
we would start singing. And they
would hear us, and then they’d
start singing back. And then we
would hear them. And in the little
songs sometimes we would just
weave in, like one of the women
in our cell got sick and we had to
get her out of there, and so we let
them know that she had got sick
and we had gotten her out, but we
just weaved it into the song. So
that, for me was probably the piece
where both my background coming
out of the church and then the strug-
gle, that I began to really get an
appreciation for the role particularly
music plays.”
—Judy Claude

this and sell it to the
media, right?  We were
thinking, you know,
nobody’s gonna pay
attention to this.

So I remember havin’
this brainstorm—I was a
kid!  I was a junior in
college, but my heart
was into this stuff. And I
would go there at eight
in the morning and stay
‘til six at night just
lookin’ up dusty
books… And I remem-
ber sayin’, ‘This is it. I’m
goin’ after city officials.
I’m gonna do title
searches. I’m gonna look
up everything that they
own. And I’m gonna find
something.’ And I did. I
found two. The sheriff,
who was responsible for
collecting taxes and
putting stuff up for sher-
iff’s sale, was tax delin-
quent on his property.
And the other one was a
big politician in the city
connected to Rizzo. Well,
Pearlman bought a
house for Rizzo and
gave it to him… Well, I
did a search on that

property, and it was tax
delinquent. A lot of
money! And I got those
two things. I ran back to
the office, and I said, “I
got it!” It was like Wood-
ward and Bernstein! We
leaked that baby to the
press, got on the front
page of the “B” section
of… whatever newspa-
per was out at the
time… and we were
able to highlight the
rampant speculation in
slum lording going on,
and it was… the genesis
of this gift property pro-
gram that the city still
operates. That all came
out of that time and that
research…  It just gave
me this sense that there
was a reason for me to
go [on]. At that point I
was almost on the verge
of droppin’ out of
school. I was thinkin’,
what’s the point? Why
am I doing this? I should
be in the community
struggling. And then I
thought, you know, the
community needs these
skills… I just remember

spending days, weeks in
musty rooms pouring
over books just to nail
that.”—Debbie Wei

“I think it was in 1971
that an FBI office in
Media, Pennsylvania was
broken into, and all of
the FBI files were stolen.
And then people started
reading them. And the
more they read, the
more they realized how
intense the [FBI] surveil-
lance was. And so their
response was to start
publicizing the files. The
FBI correctly assumed
that if they could infil-
trate Powelton, someone
could lead them to who
stole the files. And all of
a sudden, literally forty
agents showed up in
Powelton, which is not a
big community. And so
everybody was trying to
figure out what to do.
The next night we had a
meeting at the communi-
ty center of East Powel-
ton Concerned Residents
—well over a hundred
people. And we set up a
system of photographing

the FBI people, and
putting up posters of
their photographs on
trees, so that everybody
knew who they were.
And then we had this
discussion. We figured
out that what the FBI
really cared about was to
stop us from looking at
the files. So we decided
to have a street fair
where we would exhibit
the files. People just got
wonderfully creative. We
took a bunch of the
photos and really
enlarged them, and cut
jigsaw puzzles out of
them. We had a ‘Pin the
Tail on J. Edgar Hoover’
game, live skits, hot
dogs and hamburgers,
and music on people’s
porches. It was great
fun. The day of the
street fair we recruited
about three vans. And
each one was loaded
with what looked to be
250 pages of files. And
then they went in differ-
ent directions to Powel-
ton. And so, we had the
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town; the things that happen to
people with the same color skin
as you or who speak your lan-
guage; the conditions and social
hierarchies where you work; the
risks you have taken to improve
your life and those of your loved
ones; the blood stains you have
witnessed and the marks they
have left upon you.

And each of these exists not only
in one dimension or only in the
present, but rather exists at the
same time in memory, in the con-
stellation of all the people who
have ever been close to you, in
the litany of past events and
injustices. Faulkner in his cloudy
way was right on target in his
depiction of power and politics
across generations in Absalom,
Absalom!; it is the imperfection

of memory, the knowledge of
family stories, and the actions of
one’s grandparents that provide
the background that will likely
shape your actions towards oth-
ers today. Just as we are not born
neutral, we are born with a politi-
cal history, having had the
actions of our grandparents, and
their grandparents, set the stage
before our entrance. Of course,
hope exists in our power to
change that, or in our determina-
tion to continue their struggles.
As we are the products of tradition,
our ambivalent relations to the
maintenance and change of that
tradition is perhaps the political
struggle, the internal civil war, we
all wage within ourselves. Such is
the curse of being reflective, cre-
ative beings. Such is the curse of

belief, as well as its power to
emancipate. We are all stained with
the blood of our ancestors—but the
choices about what to do about it
are ours. —William Westerman

Bloodstains/continued from p. 5 Folk Arts of Social Change: Curator’s Selection/ continued from p. 28

Folk Arts of Social Change: Curator’s Selection/ continued from p. 22

[Continued on following page ]
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Works in Progress, the maga-
zine of the Philadelphia Folk-
lore Project (PFP), is published
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We Loan Exhibits: traveling
exhibitions on Philadelphia
folk arts and culture avail-
able now!

Uses of Tradition: Arts of Italian
Americans in Philadelphia 
explores the meanings of some
of the beautiful and useful folk
arts that Italian immigrants
brought to this region over the
last one hundred years—from the
stonecarving, stained glass and
mosaic work that ornament our
grand buildings to the family and
regional craft traditions carried
on in more private settings, like
palm-weaving and window dis-
plays. This exhibition considers
the meanings and uses of inherit-
ed traditions in peoples’ lives. 54
matted and framed photographs
with 17 interpretive text panels.

You, Me and Them: 
Photographs by Thomas 
B. Morton is an extended essay
on how culture is created,
reshaped and attacked in our
multicultural society. Photographs
by this thoughtful African Ameri-
can 
photographer represent more
than twenty years of his docu-
mentation and exploration of cul-
ture-making in communities of
color in the Philadelphia area.
Morton has attended community
festivals and celebrations, wit-
nessed weddings, funerals,
momentous performances, tri-
umphs and tragedies. Included
are images of Korean, Hmong,
Vietnamese, African American,
Puerto Rican and Jewish people
that testify to the ways in which
folk arts are important in peo-
ples’ lives. 27 framed and matted
photographs with text panels.

Giants, Kings and Celestial
Angels: Teaching Cambodian Arts
in Philadelphia. Work by Peang
Koung, Eang Mao, Sipom Ming,
Chamroeun Yin and their stu-
dents. This exhibition introduces
four Cambodian artists: a mask-
maker and folk opera director, a
costume-maker, a temple painter,

and a dancer/mask maker. The
focus is on how they try to teach
Cambodian arts here in Philadel-
phia, sharing Khmer values along
with Khmer arts. 24 framed and
matted photographs with 7 origi-
nal drawings by students and text
panels.

“Plenty of Good Women
Dancers:” African American
Women Hoofers from Philadel-
phia. Glamorous film clips, pho-
tographs and dancers’ vivid
recollections convey a portrait of
veteran Philadelphia women
hoofers prominent during the
golden age of swing and rhythm
tap (1930s-1940s). This exhibition
focuses on women who “came
up” from the 1920s through the
present. Restricted to few roles,
unnamed in credits, these African
American women dancers have
remained anonymous within and
outside of the entertainment
industry and sometimes even in
the communities in which they
reside. The exhibition offers us a
glimpse into an era often viewed
only through the perspectives of
male tap dancers, agents, and
entertainment impresarios. It
honors the artistry and rhythmic
innovation of these dance pio-
neers. 50 framed and matted
photographs in six panels, with
two additional text panels. 

ODUNDE African American 
Festival: Twenty Years on South
Street. Photographs by Thomas
B. Morton. ODUNDE is one of
the oldest African American street
festivals in the country. It has
grown into a dynamic event that
draws more than 200,000 people
every year. Included are vivid
images of the Egungun dancer, a
batá battery, the procession and
offering, drummers, dancers, and
celebrants. Photographs show the
arts that are at the heart of a
twenty-year-old African American

street festival that has persisted,
despite opposition and gentrifica-
tion. 30 matted and framed pho-
tographs with text panels. 

Keep It Real. Graffiti has become
increasingly controversial. But the
debate over graffiti is usually
one-sided, with all young urban
graffiti writers and artists grouped
together and treated as vandals
and worse. This exhibition pays
attention to some of the opinions
and experiences of a group of
eleven young men who paint
elaborate graffiti. Each is repre-
sented with a single color photo-
graph of his work—chiefly
“pieces” (short for “master-
pieces”), with some memorial
walls and commercial commis-
sions. The artists are also repre-
sented by text panels which
include their comments and
questions. They ask why there is
money to arrest graffiti artists, but
not for schools or jobs. The exhi-
bition raises questions about dis-
investment in urban
communities, and controversies
over what is public and private
property. 11 large-format matted
and framed photographs with
text panels.

Please call us (215-468-7871) with any
questions about our traveling exhibitions
program, or for further information. 

About Our Exhibitions:

Our exhibitions are user-friendly, and appropriate both
for agencies with no previous exhibition experience,
and for museums. Exhibitions come in well-labeled
crates, with detailed packing, installing, and repacking
instructions. Photographs and panels have wire backs,
and are easy to hang. 

Exhibits cost $250-$500 for each six-week rental. We
provide insurance for the exhibits. Shipping costs are
the responsibility of the borrower and must be
arranged through our office. Organizations that serve
low-income or under-served communities may be eli-
gible for reduced fees. (Please call us for more 
information).

Interpretive, educational and marketing materials (such
as postcards, posters, videos, and related PFP publica-
tions) are available for many of the exhibits. We also
provide borrowers with sample news releases, pho-
tographs, and captions. 

For virtual samplings of these exhibitions, visit our
website in 2000: folkloreproject.org

Borrow some of our pictures for your walls. . . and get to
the heart of community traditions important to diverse
folks. Six exhibitions can now be rented—they show
how people use folk arts today in diverse urban neigh-
borhoods, as essential tools for living. Let us know if you
want to bring pictures from our neighborhood to yours.
Six exhibitions are available:
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1304 Wharton St.
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About the Philadelphia 
Folklore Project
Folklore means something different to everyone—as it should, since it is
one of the chief means we have to represent our own realities in the face
of powerful institutions. Here at the Philadelphia Folklore Project, we are
committed to paying attention to the experiences and traditions of “ordi-
nary” people. We’re a 12-year-old independent public folklife agency that
documents, supports and presents local folk arts and culture. We offer exhi-
bitions, concerts, workshops and assistance to artists and communities. We
conduct ongoing field research and we organize around issues of concern.
We maintain an archive and issue publications and resources. We urge you
to join—or to call us for more information. (215-468-7871)

Join and get the shirt off our back!
____$25  Basic. Get magazines like this 2x/year, special mailings and

25% discount on publications.

____$35  Family. (2 or more at the same address). As above & 1 FREE PFP
publication. (We’ll send a list.)

____$60  Contributing. As above, 2 PFP books (we’ll send a list), dis-
counts, and a “Plenty of Good Women Dancers” or “Folk Arts of Social
Change”
t-shirt. ($15 tax-deductible)

____$150  Supporting. Magazines, mailings, 3 PFP books (as above), dis-
counts, t-shirt, PFP video. ($75 tax deductible) 

____$10  No frills. Magazine & mailings. 

____Sweat equity. I want to join (and get mailings). Instead of $$, I can
give time or in-kind services, help with mailings, computer (MAC)
consulting, work on a committee, or something else.

Total __________

Membership Form

Thanks to new and renewing members!
Please join us today!

Name

Address

City State Zip

Phone

Please make checks payable to: 
Philadelphia Folklore Project

Mail to: 
PFP
1304  Wharton St.,
Philadelphia, PA 19147 
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