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Abstract 

 

 While much scholarly attention has focused on Southwestern Louisiana’s white Cajun 

communities, comparatively few academics have explored the traditions of the Creoles, a mixed-

race Francophone group whose members often identify as black. Cajuns and the Creoles have 

much in common—shared geographic place and a deeply linked history, with much overlap in 

food and musical traditions—yet prejudice causes cleavages between the two groups, and a lack 

of attention to Creole lifeways has caused resentment. Discrepancies in the value afforded to 

Cajun and Creole traditions have risen to the fore in recent debates about limiting or banning 

Creole cultural activities, primarily recreational horseback riding or “trail-riding,” from certain 

municipalities. Vociferous public conversations play out in tandem with Creoles continuing to 

vie for recognition of their heritage and culture on a state, national, and international level on par 

with that of the Cajuns, whose history and image generate extensive attention and tourist dollars. 

Black/Creole residents note that their music and foodways have been repackaged as Cajun or 

subsumed under the Cajun label and that they are unable to take advantage of the benefits that 

Creole-oriented tourism could bring to a region in which half of the counties are designated 

"black high poverty parishes." 

 Drawing primarily on the bodies of geographical scholarship on racialization, memorial 

arenas, public space, and mobility, this thesis brings empirical analysis and social theory to bear 

on the complex socio-political landscape of Southwestern Louisiana. I use ethnographic 

methods—structured interviews and participant observation—and archival analysis to explore 

how identity-affirming activities, such as trail-riding and rural culture broadly constituted, create 

a space of belonging for Creole-identified community members as well as uphold a link to the 
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ancestral lifeways that structure and support their present-day lives. Despite a lack of mainstream 

recognition and commemorative silences within the region’s memorial arena that perpetuate a 

hegemonic social order, Creoles continue to embody their rural French roots, their Western 

heritage, and their black identity, often simultaneously, demonstrating both their exceptionality 

and belonging in contemporary Southwestern Louisiana society.	
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Chapter 1 

Introduction:  

Creoles of Louisiana’s Southwest: Race, place, and belonging 

  

 A chance encounter in 2011 set my academic interests down a course I could not have 

imagined. What started as an introduction to a young man of Creole heritage from Eunice, 

Louisiana, evolved into a years-long engagement with Creoles of Louisiana’s Southwest. Creoles 

are mixed-race peoples of the region, the presence of many of whom dates back to the early days 

of non-indigenous settlement in the new colony. Those who identify as Creole—or, increasingly, 

as black or African American—usually have European (commonly French or Spanish), African, 

and Native American ancestry (Spitzer 2003). Those who identify as Cajun—a corruption of the 

term “Acadian,” owing to their origins as expelled colonists from Acadia in what is now the 

Canadian Maritimes (Le Menestrel 2015)—overwhelmingly identify as white, despite 

themselves having a little-discussed “historically ambiguous racial status” (Tentchoff 1980, 229). 

  A mere hour and a half away from Eunice in the state capital of Baton Rouge, where I 

was living for my Master’s degree in 2011, the influence and importance of Cajun culture on the 

region and state’s identity was abundantly clear. Rural Creole culture, however, rarely featured 

in public dialogue about the state’s identity; perhaps most stunning was the insularity of the 

world of Creole trail-riding—organized recreational horseback riding, usually a multi-day food-

and-music filled affair—upon which I had stumbled. I learned that the Step-N-Strut trail ride, 

which I attended in November of that year, had come under increased scrutiny from the St. 
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Landry Parish Council1 and had been threatened with an outright ban, despite its financial and 

cultural importance to the region and the continued allowance of other group horseback riding 

events, such as predominately white Mardi Gras celebrations. A line was drawn about what was 

“heritage” and what was not, and Creole community members had little voice in dictating these 

boundaries. The vociferous demands of the ride’s defendants, who hailed from across Texas and 

Louisiana, solidified trail-riding’s place as a cultural touchstone for people of Creole and black 

descent. One interviewee who was especially vocal at the council meeting questioned these 

policies in our interview: “Yes, they can still run Mardi Gras. They can still run Mardi Gras. But 

you can’t have a trail ride, so that’s my point when it went up to the council. How can you still 

have Mardi Gras, but you’re going to ban trail-riding?” (Respondent #8, June 26, 2014). 

Comparisons with Mardi Gras activities were also invoked by the mother of a trail rider who 

objected to the (racialized) characterization of trail riders as gang members and rhetorically 

asked, “When there’s a disagreement at a Mardi Gras gathering or any other kind of gathering 

does that make them, or do you consider them a gang?” (Trail riders' clubs are not gangs: Letters 

to the Editor  2013). 

 The conflict over banning this specific trail ride and limiting or banning others in the 

region did not occur in a vacuum, but within a societal context in which—despite decades of 

agitation—people of Creole and black descent still face cultural and racial subjugation, perhaps 

best epitomized by the subsuming of many Creole cultural offerings under the “Cajun” label. 

Although the region designated “Acadiana,” which comprises twenty two parishes in the state’s 

southern region, is nearly 30 percent black2, the identity that the region projects is firmly 

																																																								
1 “Parishes” are the political and geographic divisions that all other states (except Alaska) call “counties,” after the 
French paroisse. 
2	Profile of General Population and Housing Characteristics: 2010, 2010 Demographic Profile Data. 2010 Census: 
U.S. Census Bureau.	
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Acadian/Cajun: “An entire series of official designations honored Cajun/Acadian identity by 

focusing on Acadian heritage, which had the effect of marginalizing the Creoles within the 

French Louisiana landscape” (Trepanier 1991; Le Menestrel 2015, 12). DeWitt notes that the 

1980s and 1990s boasted “The rise of all things Cajun in popular culture,” and added that—

writing in 2008—until recently Creole cultural tourism appeared an “afterthought” (DeWitt 

2008, 198, 200). This cultural suppression, combined with race-based discrimination that black 

Louisianans face, has resulted in a lowered social status for Creole peoples within Louisiana’s 

public sphere.  

 Against and in spite of this marginalization, Creoles have carved out sites of cultural 

identity that constitute sources of pride and historical continuity for community members; this 

thesis analyzes these activities within the distinct socio-economic and political context of 

Southwestern Louisiana (and, at times, Southeastern Texas, home to large numbers of Creoles 

originally from, or descended from, those from Louisiana). While the research is strongly 

empirical, it is framed by concepts of memorial arenas, citizenship, public places, and mobility, 

which social scientists—primarily historical and cultural geographers—have elaborated to 

capture the nuances of racial and cultural identity across various sites and scales.  

 

1.1 Outline of the thesis 

The thesis progresses from the present introductory and subsequent chapter, which together 

outline the overarching concepts of racialization and creolization that are so germane to the 

Southwestern Louisiana Creole communities. They also provide an analysis of Creole as a race 

and/or a culture. The third chapter details the study’s methodology and methods. Chapter 4, 

“Don’t call me a Cajun!: Race and representation in Louisiana’s Southwest,” explores the 
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ascendancy of the Cajun identity to the detriment of recognizing and promoting the black/Creole 

legacy and lifeways of the region. Drawing primarily on Alderman’s work on memorial arenas, I 

argue that, beginning with the Council for the Development of French in Louisiana (CODOFIL) 

in the 1970s, the “Cajunization” of Southern Louisiana—promoted within and outside the state 

as the region’s “true” identity—has resulted in a present-day memorial arena in which Creoles 

rarely see their cultural contributions given equal concern and value. A refashioning of the 

Acadian historical narrative to present their ancestors—and, by extent, their present-day 

descendants—as a singular, hard-working people who overcame nearly insurmountable obstacles 

upon their arrival as refugees to Louisiana in the late eighteenth century does not allow space for 

a public narrative of the struggles of African-descended peoples in the region. It also eclipses the 

historical and present unequal socio-economic regimes between the two groups.  

 Partially in an attempt to address the unequal representation and inadequate or incorrect 

understandings of the historical contributions of Creole and black peoples to the region, Chapter 

5, “Cattle ranching, rodeos, and trail-riding: Mobility and the historical black cowboy culture of 

Louisiana and Texas,” delves into the deep history of cattlemen and women in Louisiana and 

eastern Texas, whose achievements have been obscured by the whitewashing of the narrative of 

the American West. As free people of colour and as enslaved peoples, Creoles and blacks had a 

crucial role in the development of the region’s early, pre-Acadian, cattle ranching ecology—as 

early as the mid-1700s—as well as the maintenance of livestock and farms. Indeed, it is likely 

that Creoles were, in fact, the nation’s first cowboys (Cross 2016; Brassieur June 7, 2015). 

Chapter 5 situates the present-day endurance of the Creole rural tradition—broadly constituted as 

ranching, cattlemen/cattlewomen culture, and land ownership—within the long arc of Creole and 
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black heritage in the region, and uses the framework of mobility to capture the everyday 

transgressive and emancipatory actions of these cattlepeople. 

 Chapter 6, “Democracy and public space in Louisiana’s Creole trail rides” expands upon 

one aspect of this transgressive mobility—what Alderman and Inwood have called the “daily 

spatial struggles” of people of colour (2016)—and highlights the well-known case of the 

controversy over whether to ban or limit trail-riding in Louisiana’s Southwest. Using 

frameworks of democracy and public space as articulated by Young, Mitchell, and others, this 

chapter presents the trail rides in a historic context stretching from early settlement to their 

present incarnation, and highlights the civic and political engagements of trail-riding groups that 

mirror the activities of black fraternal organizations in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. I also 

incorporate scholarly understandings of festival and cultural performance—which have evolved 

from conceptions of festive forms as unitary expressions of a shared consciousness to deeply 

discursive performances that “enable participants to understand, criticize, and even change the 

worlds in which they live” (Guss 2000, 9)—to invoke the socio-political and cultural importance 

of trail-riding, which is inextricably enmeshed in a public sphere in which racialized groups have 

a subordinate status.  

 

1.2 Race 

In order to elucidate the racialized components of the Creole identity claims vis-a-vis Cajun 

cultural promotion and to understand why their cultural activities have come under such scrutiny, 

race scholars across disciplines have informed my theoretical framework. This section traces the 

development of “race” as an organizing concept from colonialism to the present day, 

highlighting the American case in order to contextualize the historical experiences of Louisiana’s 
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racialized populations. Subsequently, I emphasize how geographers specifically have 

conceptualized, critiqued, and advanced the concepts of race, racialization, and whiteness.  

 Present-day scholarship on race generally accepts that any biological basis to “race” is 

socially constructed and accordingly favours the term racialization to describe the process by 

which racial identities and categorizations are created (Murji and Solomos 2005). Recognizing 

that racialization has profoundly affected the lives of my participants as well as permeated the 

researcher–participant relationship (especially given the fact that I am positioned differently as a 

middle-class white foreigner), understanding the contours of race and racialization, particularly 

within the American context, is crucial for my research and analysis. 

 Despite the category of race’s illusory nature, the idea of race has enormous discursive 

and material power; it remains a “seduction fiction” (Nayak 2005, 141). Smaje points out, 

however, that “too often, the analysis of race begins and ends with its dismissal as a social 

construct” (Smaje 1997, 308). Critical to my study is an understanding of the structural and 

institutional foundations of racism within American society and in particular the American 

South. Racism continues to be popularly conceived of as individual acts of bigoted persons, 

belying the systemic nature of prejudice within a country that has enforced enslavement and 

legal segregation for eighty five percent of its history (Feagin 2010, 1). The embedded nature of 

racism means that within the white “racial frame,” stereotyping African Americans or other 

minorities becomes automatic or half-conscious; these “frames” help groups to remember 

collectively and to forget selectively. 

Until the First World War, the term “race” was used where we might now employ 

“ethnicity,” such as “the Irish race,” or “the Jewish race” (Hochschild 2009, 640). Such 

classifications have evolved to the point that anthropologists make no distinctions today among 
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Europeans; they are all “white.” Given that race does not have biological validity, how did it 

come to be accorded such importance in American society? How did, as Hochschild bluntly 

states, African Americans become “the perennial losers in the hierarchies of status, wealth, and 

power in the United States?” (Hochschild 2009, 645). In a well-established argument, the 

American system of racial stratification emerged from 18th century European classification 

schemes, the racialized history of colonialism and justifications for slavery, and the eugenics 

movement.  

Most scholars agree that the advent of Western imperialism heightened the importance 

assigned to race as European colonizers brought their hierarchical notions of racial difference to 

North America and enacted these differences in the institution of American slavery. Although 

miscegenation was formally forbidden, it occurred rampantly (often in non-consensual unions 

between white masters and black slaves), resulting in a mixed-race population that was 

overwhelming categorized as black and therefore enslaved (Brunsma and Rockquemore 

2004:79). Louisiana has been known for its more liberal approach to racial mixing: some mixed-

race people, then called mulattoes, “enjoyed something of a prima facie claim to free status, 

while blackness raised a presumption of slavery” (Dormon 1996, 167). Beginning in the decade 

leading up to the Civil War and prominently after, however, Southern whites increasingly feared 

the degradation of their status as a superior group and rigorously enacted the “one drop” rule of 

racial classification. The advent of the Jim Crow system of segregation required a precise legal 

definition of who belonged in the “black” category. Louisiana, in fact, enforced the so-called one 

drop method of racial classification until 1970, which stipulated that a person had to prove they 

had less than one thirty-second of “Negro blood”3 (Marcus 1983). 

																																																								
3 Before 1970, the less precise criterion of “any traceable amount” was used (Marcus 1983). 
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The intertwined nature of capitalism and colonialism resulted in a nation and economic 

system that has been fundamentally based on race—a fact that often goes under-acknowledged 

by social scientists (Feagin and O'Brien 2010). Goldberg (2009) highlights how race became the 

mechanism by which Europeans established belonging wherever their conquering impulse took 

them; soon, Europeans rationalized colonization of non-European marked bodies by this same 

logic. Non-Europeans were absolutely central to the early European accumulation of wealth and 

soon became disparaged within the white “racial framing” of colonial societies. One of the first 

major Western intellectuals to pen a well-developed theory of biological inferiority, Thomas 

Jefferson, opined in 1785 that whites were superior to blacks in most facets, including 

imagination, reason, colour, and attractiveness (Feagin and O'Brien 2010, 45). Jefferson’s book, 

both a product of and justification for a slave society, proposed a re-colonization scheme to move 

free blacks back to Africa. 

“Scientific racism” arose in the mid-eighteenth century and remained prominent until the 

1930s. These paradigms of biological inferiority were popularized by the likes of Joseph Arthur 

de Gobineau, an influential European intellectual who often drew upon American examples 

when formulating his virulently racist theories; both Nazis and U.S. segregationists made use of 

his views (Feagin and O'Brien 2010, 46). Combined with the eugenics movement of the late 

1800s, this “scientific” promotion of a racial hierarchy fit into the well-worn glove of the white 

racial frame.  

  This is not to say that those on the margins made no attempts to speak back; among the 

most famed were former slave Frederick Douglass and social scientist W.E.B. DuBois. During 

the late 19th century, Douglass emphasized how African Americans had transitioned from the 

injustice experienced at the hand of the slaveholder to a general position of enslavement within 
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white society under the regime of legal segregation. Indeed, his is one of the first works that 

offers insight into the systemic nature of racial oppression (Feagin and O'Brien 2010, 47). After 

Douglass’ death, DuBois further elaborated the dynamics of racial oppression. Racial 

discrimination, DuBois averred, not the supposed biological inferiority of black Americans, 

should be the main focus. The Philadelphia Negro (1899) was DuBois’ treatise on the 

economically reproduced nature of inequality in American cities and demonstrated that the South 

did not have a monopoly on black oppression; blacks in Northern cities were restricted either in 

law or in practice from trades and newly developing industries:  

Thus partially by taking advantage of race prejudice, partially by 
great economic efficiency and partially by the endeavor to maintain 
and raise wages, white workmen have not only monopolized the 
new industrial opportunities of an age which has transformed 
Philadelphia from a colonial town to a world-city, but have also 
been enabled to take from the Negro workman the opportunities he 
already enjoyed in certain lines of work. (Du Bois 1899, 127).  
 

Thus African Americans could not establish a firm economic grounding: “although black 

urbanites were by then officially human beings under the US Constitution, theoretical equality 

meant nothing, since they could not participate fairly in sustenance-creating economic 

institutions” (Feagin and O'Brien 2010, 47). 

 By the 1920s, sociologists of the “Chicago school” began extensively to research urban 

“slum” and “ghetto” communities. Based on Chicago’s racial and ethnic patterns, lead 

sociologist Robert E. Park and his colleagues developed a model of assimilation (and, later, the 

“race-relations cycle”) by which mostly-white “ethnic” immigrants could become incorporated 

into American society (Park 1950). Although he was ostensibly opposed to discrimination, Park 

did accept the notion that biological characteristics could influence the temperaments of different 

racial groups (Feagin and O'Brien 2010, 48).  
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 During this period, official segregation was still the order of the day in American society. 

Tellingly, one of the first scholars to address racial segregation was not American at all. Gunnar 

Myrdal, a Swedish social scientist, wrote An American Dilemma with an interdisciplinary and 

multi-racial team of social scientists in 1944 (Myrdal 1944). With an emphasis on the American 

South, the scholars’ theoretical perspective emphasized the chasm between the American ideals 

of liberty and the reality of discrimination that most black Americans faced. Despite its anti-

racist orientation, contemporary scholars criticized the book for failing to take into account the 

economic and political bases of inequality and oppression—a critique that still stands, as Feagin 

echoes it even now in his attacks on the systemic nature of racism. Omi and Winant add to the 

body of criticism by questioning Myrdal’s exhortations to assimilate African Americans in part 

to counter the “pathological” aspects of their culture (Myrdal 1944, 928–929; Omi and Winant 

1986, 18).  

 The Nature of Prejudice by psychologist Allport (1954) continues in the vein of Mydral 

by exploring the nature of racial and ethnic prejudice as primarily a problem of social attitudes. 

In his examination of stereotyping and individual racial prejudice, Allport argues that equal-

status contact across racial lines lessens prejudices against other groups (Allport 1954). His book 

was profoundly influential for the period, although later criticized for its emphasis on individual 

prejudices in lieu of systemic obstacles for people of colour: “it tends to overlook the societal 

context of intergroup phenomena—i.e., the larger environment of class structure, political 

alignments, economic forces, population distributions, and the like that influence attitudes 

toward racial policy issues” (Katz 1991, 152). Despite these critiques, his work, like Mydral’s 

before him, is significant as it represented a definitive break with scholars who still held to 

variations of the scientific racism hypothesis.   
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Fanon’s work on the mental and social dimensions of racialization, which provided a 

psychoanalysis of the internalized inferiority that formerly colonized peoples experience, 

asserted that “What is important ... is to teach the Negro not to be the slave of their archetypes” 

(Fanon 1968, 35). Fanon proposed that “the black man” always views himself as second-rate to 

“the white man” and his home (Martinique, in this case) as culturally inferior to the “mother 

country” (France). This devaluation insidiously presents itself in all facets of how people of 

colour see themselves and their relations with white people, from language and education (“a 

black man who quotes Montesquieu had better be watched” (1968, 35)), to choice of husband 

(“For, in a word, the race must be whitened; every woman in Martinique knows this, says it, 

repeats it. Whiten the race, save the race ...” (1968, 47)). Fanon, along with other Pan-Africanists 

in the Post WWII era such as Aime Cesaire (see below) and Jean-Paul Sartre were heavily 

involved in the French decolonialism process over the next few decades, and had a deep 

influence on the development of the field of postcolonial studies (Kobayashi in press, 2017). 

 

1.3 Racialization 

Arguing that racial meanings are created discursively through an ideological process, Omi and 

Winant helped to propel the now-common concept of racialization into the forefront of scholarly 

debate in the 1980s. They posit that racialization is “the extension of racial meaning to a 

previously racially unclassified relationship, social practice, or group” (Omi and Winant 1986, 

64). Feagin argues that while Omi and Winant’s treatise of the ideology of race makes a 

significant contribution to the field of racial and ethnic studies, their theories of racial formation 

do not adequately emphasize the totalizing nature of racial oppression:  

the racial formation perspective does not view U.S. racial 
formations as being first and fundamentally about long-term 
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relationships of racialized groups with substantially different 
material and political-economic interests—group interests that stem 
from greatly different historical experiences with economic 
exploitation and related oppression. (Feagin 2006, 6)   
 

 He puts forth a strong case for systemic racism, arguing, “the oppressive foundation of 

this country, laid well during and before the founding era, has never been substantially replaced” 

(Feagin 2006, 51). Other sociologists have noted that white Americans consistently over-

estimate the size of the black American population (called “racial innumeracy”) and that this 

leads the dominant (white) group to perceive that their status as a socially, economically, 

numerically, and racially privileged group is under constant threat (Gallagher 2003). 

In arguing for the need to understand the systemic nature of racial oppression, Feagin 

draws attention to the consequences of white intergenerational transmission of wealth. He teases 

out a provocative analysis that explains both how central slavery was to the wealth of white 

Americans and how the centuries-long exclusion of black Americans from the government- and 

private sector-provided resources has led to ongoing poverty and deprivation. By way of 

illustration he traces the history of a Southern white family with whom he is acquainted, 

beginning with the current generation of elderly siblings who all have professional degrees. He 

describes how their grandparents’ generation began with modest means, but due to a segregated 

society that not only favoured whites but explicitly excluded blacks, generations of this white 

family were able to take advantage of public education in the form of secretarial schools and 

business colleges that were infrequently accessible to persons of colour. The business college 

graduate, due to the cultural capital his education provided, was able to secure a job at the United 

States Postal Service during an era when legal segregation precluded the hiring of black 

Americans. He built a small house and had helped his only son pay his tuition at a historically 

white university. And so on: since he was able to retain a secure job, he weathered the Great 
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Depression as well as the economic uncertainty of the period between the world wars. Due to the 

educational and cultural capital this degree bestowed, his son had found a well-paying job with 

an oil firm during the difficult Depression years. In turn, his children went to major universities 

where they received undergraduate degrees and graduate education during a time when most 

African American students were still legally barred from attending white Southern universities 

(Feagin 2006, 38–39).   

It is not an exaggeration to state that the ancestors of the majority of white Americans 

today benefitted from the exclusion of black Americans from provisions such as public 

education, employment assistance, government jobs programs, and even infrastructure programs 

such as sanitation (Feagin 2006, 40). Black people were mostly excluded from participation in 

the New Deal’s programs that ran from 1933 to 1938 (Gilmore 2002, 18). Whites not only 

managed and controlled these wealth-generating and resource-providing institutions, but also 

have been their primary beneficiaries—allowing a much greater intergenerational transmission of 

wealth and socioeconomic assets than within black families. In sum, “generation after 

generation, the major organizational and institutional structures protect the highly racialized 

processes of enrichment and impoverishment that are central to this society” (Feagin 2006, 40). 

Wealth and institutional advantage are not the only elements transferred from one generation to 

the next, argues Feagin. The “ideological apparatus” of racist thought—the white racial frame—

is also passed forward through critical social networks that subtly shape racial understanding.  

For geographer Anoop Nayak, racialization is “a powerful and necessary tool for 

grasping the production and proliferation of racial divisions in society” (Nayak 2005, 142). He 

explores two competing interpretations of racialization: in biological terms that veer towards 

essentialism, or in social terms that emphasize how race operates as a “sign” that attaches itself 
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to places, people, or social activities (Nayak 2005, 141). Influenced by the “cultural turn” in the 

social sciences, Nayak approaches racialization through a post-structural lens that recognizes its 

processual and performative nature.  

For all of Nayak’s theories of the psychological aspects of racialization, David Theo 

Goldberg sees relatively little utility in the concept. While antiracism requires “historical 

memory, recalling the conditions of racial degradation and relating contemporary to historical 

and local to global conditions,” antiracialism all too quickly forgets these terms of reference 

(Goldberg 2009, 21). As he argues at the outset of The Threat of Race, the erasure of race (as a 

signifying category) has become a substitute for the erasure of racism. Goldberg conceives of 

racism as “exclusion through depreciation,” in which societies create homogeneities and then 

actively police these boundaries for transgression (Goldberg 2009, 5). What, he asks, has become 

“buried, alive” by this overarching focus on ending race? Importantly, its history as the 

organizing mechanism of European modernity, beginning with its official codification in the 

eighteenth century, has been de-emphasized (Goldberg 2009, 2). His fear is that “Now the 

category of race must be erased. But we are being asked to give up on race before and without 

addressing the legacy, the roots, the scars of racisms’ history, the weight of race” (Goldberg 

2009, 21). 

 Eschewing antiracism for antiracialism distracts from the true goal of ending racial 

subjugation. To further his point, Goldberg demonstrates how—despite the massive social and 

legal movements of abolitionism, anticolonialism, and the civil rights movement—the racial 

status quo has not been revolutionized as much as re-fashioned to reluctantly admit those who 

had been excluded. This shift did not end “race” or its ideological and material power but rather 
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“gave way (or in) quite quickly to concerns not so much over differential economic or social 

access … as considerations of racial categorization and classification” (Goldberg 2009, 19).  

In order to contextualize further the entrenchment of the concept of race, as well as to 

locate racisms historically and geographically in lieu of the nebulous nature of “racialization,” 

Goldberg turns to the American case, which he dubs “racial Americanization.” He first describes 

classic racisms, born from the era of colonization and enslavement, in which race was a 

“disruption” or an outside to everyday life:  

the viciousness of the violent structures necessary to uphold the 
system were hidden just beneath the tranquil façade of settlement: 
wars, seizures, chains and whippings, death ships and disease, 
human auctions and forced intercourse. (2009, 69) 
 

The more modern period of racism, in the wake of abolition, saw race becoming increasingly 

associated with urban life. As a threat to homogeneity, race impelled controls over urban space 

and metropolitan life, and, ultimately, propelled the movement towards segregation. The fact that 

racial Americanization in the contemporary context makes separateness feel “informalized” or 

natural belies the history of constitutionalized separation, segregation, and restriction both within 

and across city spaces that resulted in these patterns. During the Great Migration of African 

Americans from the South to the industrializing metropolises of the northern states, a massive 

move towards urbanization and concentration occurred such that in the late 1800s almost 90 

percent of blacks lived in southern rural counties, and by 1930 lived in city wards that housed 

upwards of 40 percent black residents (Goldberg 2009, 71). The practices of redlining and 

federal public housing initiatives were two major government interventions that impacted racial 

separation in urban areas. Although America moved from an activist segregation policy to a 

strong desegregation commitment during the period from World War II to the 1970s, the 

unofficial nature of segregation that endures today “informalize(s) what used to be formally 
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produced” (Goldberg 2009, 97). Racial Americanization’s strength, in fact, is that it seems 

seeming to do “nothing special” at all. 

 In Achieving blackness: Race, black nationalism, and Afrocentrism in the Twentieth 

Century, Austin demonstrates how physical distinctions between different groups are enacted 

when they are socially useful. By way of example, he inserts an 1863 photograph with three 

apparently-white children that had been captioned, “These children were turned out of the St. 

Lawrence Hotel, Chestnut St., Philadelphia, on account of color” (Austin 2006, 9). The children, 

travelling from New Orleans, were “black” due to the American categorization system of the 

“one-drop” rule, but appeared white. On biological essentialism, which leads people to decide 

who belongs in which racial category, Austin states that “what makes a group a racial group is 

the belief that they are essentially different from another group,” (Austin 2006, 12) and that 

“there are no racial essences, but people believe in racial essences” (Austin 2006, 13).   

In her comparison of the definition of race and colour in the United States and the 

Dominican Republic, Simmons notes that mixed categorization is common in the latter, in both 

an official (on their census and national identification cards) and a cultural sense. Describing her 

experiences as exchange coordinator for American students visiting the Dominican Republic, she 

elucidates how American students had accepted, and reproduced, the one-drop doctrine. Her 

black American students, responding to Dominican racial classifications that looked down upon 

Haitians for their blackness, commented that “Dominicans are confused about who they are ... 

they don’t know that they are Black” (Simmons 2008, 97). Accordingly, the American students 

who self-defined as black found it distressing to be considered “mixed” during their stay abroad: 

“This was traumatic for many students who had a firm sense of themselves, their racial identities, 

and their history in the United States” (Simmons 2008, 107). Simmons’ work shows the 
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ideological breadth and depth inherent in the one-drop classification scheme. In sum, “Despite 

the fact that the one-drop rule has no basis in biological reality, and has been continually used as 

an ideological weapon to support the continued exploitation of African Americans, it has enjoyed 

near universal social acceptance” (Brunsma and Rockquemore 2004, 80).   

 

1.4 Racialization and geography 

Robet E. Park and the Chicago school’s theories had a profound influence on early geographic 

scholars of race and racism as their models dovetailed with geographers’ emphasis on urban 

forms. Kobayashi notes that geographers latched onto Park and the Chicago school’s 

descriptions of urban spatial patterns—in particular, models of European immigrant 

assimilation—and that “Chicago became the pedagogic model for a whole generation of urban 

geographers” (Kobayashi 2014, 648). In the 1970s, geographers revisited Park’s work on the 

moral aspects of the city, and his insights became the foundation for social geography that took 

an increasingly humanistic track that emphasized the lived experiences of those in “ghetto” 

communities (Kobayashi 2014). During this era, the seeds of what would become anti-racist 

geography were planted by geographers of colour in the urban-behavioural camp such as Harold 

Rose and Donald Deskins Jr.; as Kobayashi explains, “They were the first urban geographers to 

apply a consistent spatial approach to understanding racial patterns as a result, rather than a 

determinant, of social process” (Kobayashi 2014, 652). 

 Although a radical tradition has been a part of the geographical discipline for decades, an 

explicit focus on race is a relatively recent development. Kobayashi (2010) notes in her review of 

the last 100 years of the Annals of the Association of American Geographers that “as the 1970s 

rolled around, contributions to the Annals began to reflect a larger concern for geography’s role 
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in society” (1099). These concerns centered on environmental activism, the ongoing Vietnam 

War, and the nascent human rights movement as well as the issues articulated by second-wave 

feminists. During this era, two general streams of socially-focused geography emerged: 

humanistic and Marxist (Kobayashi 2010). “Critical” geography began to blossom in the 1980s, 

broadly characterized as “an attention to questions of culture, representation and identity, as well 

as alertness to multiple and imbricated geographies through which oppression and domination 

are produced” (Blomley 2006, 89). Geographers began to recognize that class, the main axis of 

orientation for those with a Marxist bent, was not the only site of injustice; during the 1990s, 

poststructuralism became the dominant paradigm of socially-concerned geographers. Still, 

geographic scholarship with an overtly anti-racist or feminist approach (or a combination 

thereof) did not appear in earnest until the turn of the millennium (Kobayashi 2010).  

 One of the most powerful orienting tenets of these cultural geographers has been in the 

vein of social theorists’ understandings of the socially constructed nature of race: that is, how 

race is created and upheld in various societal contexts (see, for instance, Omi and Winant 1986 

and Gilroy 1991). Race, while not having a basis in biological reality, is recognized as having an 

absolutely profound effect on both the structuring of society and on individual life chances 

(Jackson and Penrose 1993; Kobayashi 2004; Dwyer and Bressey 2008; Glassman 2010; 

Winders and Schein 2014). Kobayashi takes pains to emphasize that “a socially constructed 

world—filled with socially constructed human bodies—does not become less meaningful for 

having been invented” (Kobayashi 2004, 240). This poststructuralist approach traces its 

intellectual roots to the work of postcolonial scholars, such as Fanon, Hall, and Gilroy 

(Kobayashi in press, 2017).  
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The highly context-specific nature of racial discrimination is especially important to anti-

racist geographers; Pulido introduces the concept of “differential racialization,” noting that a 

white superior–black inferior racial order is usually assumed, regardless of the spatially and 

temporally variable nature of race. It is far more accurate, she suggests, to recognize the nuances 

present in processes of racialization and notes that different practices of discrimination result in 

context-specific radical politics (Pulido 2002, 765). For Wilson, the existing discourse on race is 

not only shockingly ahistorical but fails to grasp that “social processes are not exportable 

commodities” (2002, 38). Particularities and peculiarities of place and time must be fully 

integrated into any analysis of race-connected practices (Wilson 2002, 40). Kobayashi notes that 

contemporary race scholars consider as a matter of course that “racisms are so highly variable 

and adaptable” (Kobayashi 2004, 242), while Delaney (2002) exhorts geographers to recognize 

the “contextualities and contingencies of power, identity, and community” (10) as well as the 

everyday nature of a “wholly racialized world” (7). Price explains that despite race scholars’ 

tendency to focus on the extraordinary—the United States under Jim Crow, apartheid in South 

Africa—“as with all violence, racism is everyday” (Price 2010, 153). Geographic scholarship, 

particularly since the turn of the millennium, has elaborated multiple facets of diversity that now 

characterize our rapidly-changed world, particularly how migration flows link the United States 

and Canada with immigrant- and refugee-sending states (Teixeira, Kobayashi, and Li 2011), how 

immigrants negotiate their identity and place within specific socio-political landscapes (Nelson 

and Hiemstra 2008), and how the South’s historical black–white positioning is being 

complicated by inflows of Latino migrants, especially to non-traditional destinations (Winders 

2005, 2011). 
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The importance of racialization’s place- and time-specificity has particular salience for 

the Creoles who, over time, have experienced vastly different social classifications that resulted 

in variable positions on the state’s racial hierarchy. Leading up to and after the Civil War they 

lost the status that had conferred upon them superiority over the black population; society had 

transitioned from a tri-racial order to a bi-racial one, and all people of colour were ascribed the 

same low social status (Jolivétte 2007, 102). This shift also epitomizes the socially constructed 

nature of “race” as well as the necessity of understanding the subjectivities of individuals’ 

experiences. As Jolivétte explains in the context of the experiences of Louisiana Creoles, “Racial 

formation assumes that racial identities are socially constructed and therefore change as society 

forces them to become different or remain the same” (Jolivétte 2007, 103). 

Hoelscher argues that while racism and racialization occurred throughout the United 

States over the course of its entire history, the South deserves special attention as it “has 

provided the main stage on which Americans have played out this fundamental performance of 

race construction” (Hoelscher 2003, 662). The South has shaped national consciousness around 

cultural differences since it is where the “colour line” has been so deeply and clearly affirmed; 

thus “it is the place where one must look to understand the historical geography of this most 

modern and deeply entrenched aspect of racialization” (Hoelscher 2003, 662–663). The effects 

of the racial order in the South—and the economic system upon which this order depended—

were nonetheless national; Woods’ analysis demonstrates that since the 1930s, the Southern neo-

plantation bloc has been implicated in the development of policies designed to undermine social 

justice movements, the Civil Rights movement, the War on Poverty, and the Keynesian welfare 

state, aided by Northern and Western allies (Woods 2007, 58).  



	 21 

 Indeed, anti-racist geographers have tackled an admirably broad range of the forms and 

consequences of racialization: Delaney has called attention to the mutually constituted nature of 

place and racial identity, while Pulido’s work has explored how white privilege operates in a 

systematic manner as a “social system that works to the benefit of whites” (Pulido 2000, 13) that 

has profound spatial manifestations in terms of the locating of environmentally hazardous sites in 

minority communities (also see, for instance, Bullard 1994 and Boone et al. 2009). Woods has 

shown how people of colour in the Mississippi Delta challenged their marginalization through 

blues music, which is a multi-dimensional socio-political, intellectual, cultural, and economic 

movement created by those who have lived through slavery, the Civil War, Reconstruction and 

its dismantlement, “second slavery,” and disenfranchisement (Woods 2007, 55). 

 To understand the contingent and inter-dependent nature of the processes by which 

groups and individuals assign themselves and others racial identities, Nayak proposes (as other 

geographers have also elaborated: see, for example, Kobyashi and Peake 2004) a concentration 

on whiteness. Whiteness occupies an ingrained position of power within American society; after 

all, “if the Civil Rights struggles of the 1950s and early 1960s had truly achieved full success, 

‘whiteness’ as privilege should have become sundered” (Inwood and Martin 2008, 376). Winders 

(2003) brings an analysis of historical travel accounts of white Northerners to bear on the issue 

of white privilege, illuminating white Southerners in desperate poverty in the aftermath of the 

Civil War and thus challenging “unspoken connections between a white identity and economic 

privilege” (2003, 57).  

 Nayak builds on previous scholarship on the mental and social dimensions of 

racialization to elaborate not only the discursive components of racialization, but also the 

psychological and unconscious realm in which “Othering” resides. To demonstrate how white 
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people also lead racially structured lives, he employs the ethnographic examples of two white 

British sub-cultural groups, the Pale Warriors and the B-Boyz (Nayak 2005, 148). The former 

adopt an aggressive white masculinity partly based on working class identification and the latter 

adopt the masculine ideals of the street culture of basketball, black music, and ideas of global 

blackness. These widely divergent ideas of racial and cultural identification, Nayak argues, 

demonstrate that race is a moving sign. Ultimately, racialization involves great mental labour to 

sustain.  

 Kobayashi and Peake have produced fascinating work on how whiteness continues to 

operate as a dominant paradigm within the discipline, especially as an invisible or default 

category (Kobayashi and Peake 2004). Kobayashi notes that the discipline continues to be, at 

base, a white one uncomfortably implicated in imperialism: “It would be difficult, indeed 

hypocritical, to avoid the fact that the discipline of geography is dominated by Northern, 

Western, white scholars whose lives and careers have been constructed out of the very colonial 

systems that produced them” (Kobayashi 2004, 242). The fact of this privileged and arguably 

comfortable position in the academy has led others to call into question just how “radical” 

critical geographers really are (Blomley 2006; Price 2010).   

Alderman’s analysis of race and memorial landscapes, one of his major research foci and 

a significant orienting framework for this thesis, continues a fruitful tradition of landscape 

analysis within cultural geography. Influential works, among them Civil Rights Memorials and 

the Geography of Memory (Dwyer and Alderman 2008b) and the related article “Memorial 

landscapes: analytic questions and metaphors,” (Dwyer and Alderman 2008a) highlight the ever-

contested physical representations of the Civil Rights era. Most recently, Alderman and Inwood 

have weighed in on the controversy surrounding one of the most divisive elements of material 
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culture in the South—the displaying of the Confederate flag. Again here, insights into the 

particular socio-temporal setting within which the flag ascended are paramount: they explain 

how the flag practically vanished from public view in the years following the Civil War, 

reappearing “not coincidentally after World War II as a symbol of conservative white resistance 

to what was then the nascent Civil Rights Movement” (Inwood and Alderman 2016, 9–10).  

Alderman, Inwood, and Dwyer’s works demonstrate how public commemoration of the 

difficult chapters of the South’s history confronts questions of collective memory and who has 

the right to represent the past—collective memory as a “socio-spatially mediated process” 

(Dwyer and Alderman 2008a, 167). Strains of earlier forms of cultural geography are apparent, 

including a Sauerian emphasis on how cultural forms are made evident in the landscape as well 

as evidence of the humanistic approach that emphasizes the affective ties human groups have to 

their physical surroundings; the authors acknowledge Meinig’s book as a major guidepost for 

“Memorial landscapes: analytic questions and metaphors” (Dwyer and Alderman 2008a, 167). 

 This race scholarship by Alderman and others exemplifies a necessary refocus on the 

South’s cultural-historical complexities and on its simmering racial conflicts, the repercussions 

of which—as this section has illustrated—are not confined to the South, but are reflected and 

reinforced in place-specific racializations that play out on a nation-wide scale. The following 

chapter brings the focus back to the Southwestern Louisiana context while identifying how that 

society’s creolized nature intersects with both scholarly conceptualizations of creolization and 

members of other societies worldwide who also identify as Creole. I then consider how this 

Creole or hybrid identity accommodates ideas of blackness and francophonie, which prove to be 

complementary—not contradictory—elements of many modern Creoles’ identities.  
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Chapter 2 

Creolization, race, and culture 

 

 The previous chapter demonstrates that although “race” is a socially contingent category, 

racial stratification and racism—that is, discrimination or prejudice based on one’s perceived 

race—still occurs rampantly in America today. Creoles of Louisiana’s Southwest have 

historically occupied an unusual in-between racial category, and “creole” is one of the most 

debated and multivalent terms for both self-identifying Creoles and scholars; as Spitzer 

describes, “Creole has a long history of being a semantically elastic term” (Spitzer 1986, 31). In 

terms of the community that is the focus of this thesis, Creole signifies the people of 

Southwestern Louisiana who have some black heritage and share many aspects of Cajun (or 

French) culture, including the Creoles of colour who were once part of the landed class and 

identified with the planter culture and the Afro-Caribbean descendants of former slaves (Wilson 

1979, 139). All of these foregoing groups could now be considered “Creoles.” Gaudet (x) notes 

that the while the original definition of the term—“used in Louisiana to designate people of 

African or European heritage born in the colonies (as opposed to those who immigrated to the 

colonies)”—is generally agreed upon, its present-day version eludes consensus (Gaudet 2003). 

Gaudet claims that among her ethnographic informants, the only agreed-upon element of the 

definition of “Creole” was that it excludes the region’s white Cajun population. In fact, based on 

these interviews and recent scholarship, she suggests its current usage may encompass the entire 

black population of Francophone South Louisiana (Gaudet 2001). This definition hints at a more 

racially inclusive identity than has been historically practiced, as having light skin dominated the 

earliest definitions and descriptions of the Creoles of colour (Sexton 1999).  
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 Indeed, I believed that I understood the general contours of the term only to discover as I 

delved deeper into my fieldwork that a small, but passionately outspoken, minority holds to this 

older definition; they use “Creole” to designate those whose origins date to the early years of the 

colony regardless of race (LaFleur II and Costello 2012). Using this metric, many of today’s 

Cajuns were once, in fact, Creoles who began to subscribe to a distinct identity based on Acadian 

(Cajun) ancestry and culture (some, arguably, had the identity ascribed to them). Sexton and 

Trepanier both argue that this shift in self-labeling occurred in order to distance themselves from 

the uncertain racial origins that the term “Creole” implied (Trepanier 1991; Sexton 1999). In the 

context of this thesis, I take a cue from the majority of my interviewees and scholars on the 

ethno-cultural and racial complexities of the area and use the term “Creole” in roughly the same 

sense that “black Creole” was used in past scholarship.4 

 

2.1 Background: Who are the Creoles? 

Geographically speaking, the Creole communities have been concentrated in present-day St. 

Landry and St. Martin parishes; their Creole populations have many elements of cultural 

similarity, but those from St. Martin Parish are rarely descended from those of antebellum free 

status. First, I consider the history and cultural evolution of the Creoles in St. Landry Parish and 

its nearby region, beginning with the origins of many of the region’s inhabitants in the 

																																																								
4 At times, the distinction between the “black” and “Creole” is important to indicate, particularly in historical terms, 
when “Creole,” and “black” had different social (and some argue racial) differences. Many respondents used the two 
terms interchangeably when self-describing. Respondent #34 echoed the sentiments of many others when he 
indicated, “We’re black, but our culture is Creole” (June 11, 2015). Other dynamics to consider are those who 
appear non-white but did not elect to self-identify by race (e.g. Respondent #7 who identifies as an “old-fashioned 
country girl.”) Bearing these ambiguities and caveats in mind, of those who answered the question about self-
identification, 17 interviewees identified as black or African American and 13 as Creole. One answered “black or 
Creole” and was counted twice. 3 chose some other answer; for instance, Respondent #21 called himself variably a 
Native American, a Creole, and a Frenchman. 
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Mississippi River region, and then examine Maguire’s analysis of Creoles in the bayou and 

plantation areas of St. Martin Parish. 

Spitzer’s 1986 dissertation, Zydeco and Mardi Gras: Creole identity and performance 

genres in rural French Louisiana, examines Afro-French (a term I have not heard since, either in 

written accounts or in my interviews) and Cajun ethnohistory in the St. Landry Parish prairie 

area. In the southeastern Mississippi River parishes, the slave-owning Acadians had engaged in 

sexual relationships with free people of colour and slaves frequently in the late 18th century; 

mixed-race children became “commonplace” (Brasseux in Spitzer 1986b, 74). Some of the early 

children of these liaisons with Cajuns and white Creoles were the first free people of colour to 

inhabit the Opelousas area, and other black people had been there as slaves since the 1740s 

(Spitzer 1986, 80). Spitzer explains that “As the area developed after the Spanish takeover of 

Louisiana, land grants were made and some river planters sent what would have been their most 

trusted—but unemancipated—mulatto or quaterone sons to the Opelousas district with the 

promise of manumission” (Spitzer 1986, 80). Slaves were often unsupervised in these frontier 

areas of the colony prior to 1803, especially those involved in ranching in the prairies.  

Of those early families that laid claim to lands in the Opelousas District as free people, 

women were often the leaders owing to their status as matriarch of a mixed-race extramarital 

family of white French planters. One such woman is Marie Jeanne Lemelle, who in the 1770s 

came to the Opelousas district from St. Charles Parish as the “extra-legal wife” of Francois 

Lemelle and eventually amassed over eight hundred acres of land (Spitzer 1986, 82). Spitzer 

indicates another method by which free people of colour settled on the vast prairie lands: slave 

women who had borne children by the master could convince him to send their mixed-race 

children to the frontier. In the first half of the 19th century, Cajuns, also, had a strong westward 
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movement to settle in the fertile Bayou Teche region and the prairies to its west due to social 

conflict and economic pressures from the planter class in the Mississippi River parishes to the 

east (Spitzer 1986). 

Dormon describes the central aspects of a historic Creole ethnic identity: Afro-European 

ancestral origin, claims to free status during the antebellum period, French-speaking, and 

Catholic (Dormon 1996).5 During the colonial period, “One could never assume that any Negro 

was ipso facto a member of the servile class. The consummate linkage of negritude and servility, 

the dominant feature of race relations in the American Old South, never fully emerged” (Fiehrer 

1979, 30). Some Creoles were more successful economically than their Cajun counterparts, with 

whom they grew to share many cultural aspects. Free people of colour during this period enjoyed 

equal status with whites under the law (Dormon 1996, 167). The Civil War, however, strained 

relations between the Cajuns and the Creoles, as well as enforced a strict dichotomy of race that 

led the some prairie Creoles to stake their official claim to the lands upon which they may have 

squatted or received as an inheritance (Spitzer 1986, 102). The relationship between the two 

groups worsened even further during the Reconstruction Era:  

There is overwhelming evidence that the French-speaking white 
population in general and the Cajuns in particular were as actively 
Negrophobic as any other post-Reconstruction white South 
Louisianians. Cajuns participated in the whole process of black 
intimidation during these turbulent times joining vigilante groups 
organized to stifle black aspirations to equality and civil rights. 
(Dormon 1983, 54, quoted in Spitzer 1986, 105) 

 
 Spitzer describes how upper class Creoles of colour resented that Cajuns placed them in 

the same social class as blacks, while simultaneously denigrating Cajuns as “low status poor 

whites” (Spitzer 1986, 106). An influx of outsiders from mainstream America, spawned by the 

																																																								
5 Status as “free persons” varies depending on the specific Creole of colour group under consideration. For instance, 
Maguire’s dissertation focuses on a Creole community (along the Bayou Teche) who are mainly slave descendants 
and generally speak a different form of Louisiana French than those in the prairies (Maguire 1989). 



	 31 

discovery of oil near Jennings, Louisiana, cast the Cajuns as “country buffoons” and held the 

black French population in ridicule. As Fiehrer notes, “[w]hile racism is a constant in multiracial 

societies, the level to which it affects class stratification and class relations in a given system 

varies with economic circumstance” (Fiehrer 1979, 23). As their region became more and more 

drawn into mainstream American society in the twentieth century, the Cajuns concentrated on 

what made them like other American whites and dissimilar from the Creoles of colour: “they 

couldn’t allow themselves to be mistaken socially or culturally for black French people” (Spitzer 

1986: 114).  

Despite loss of status and property after the Civil War, most of the Creole community’s 

basic values had endured (Dormon 1996, 168). Most still claimed an “in-between” social status 

and styled themselves as superior to the black population, but after the nascence of Jim Crow 

segregation in the late 1890s, the vestiges of this tripartite hierarchical system dissolved. Yet this 

special ethnic and racial identity remained important for many decades, and—some argue—to 

present (Brasseaux, Fontenot, and Oubre 1994). Intermarriage was key to maintaining this 

insular group status: north of Opelousas, the small town of Frilot Cove practiced endogamy in 

order to retain their exclusive racial and social status. In addition to educating their children in 

private schools and deeding land and wealth to their offspring, at mid-century scholars noted 

“The present inhabitants have intermarried with mulattoes from various communities throughout 

the state ... Not one native has married a dark person and remained in Frilot Cove, for 

community mores would not tolerate such a union” (Jones and Vernon 1951, 146). A strong 

group consciousness prevailed within these insular free people of colour societies; Fiehrer notes 

that “The Louisiana free colored [sic] are remarkably similar to the mulatos [sic] of Saint-

Domingue, who married within their class and formed entire clans tracing descent from a single 
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European ancestor” (Fiehrer 1979, 20). Spitzer describes that, later, “The Civil Rights period 

forced separatist Creoles of Color [sic] to accept their blackness and all the while created 

increased boundaries between the black Creoles and Cajuns who often resented further 

integration of churches and schools” (Spitzer 1986: 219). Confusion prevailed for those 

straddling this colour line: during interviews conducted in 1974 with a group of Creole college 

students, Dormon’s respondents worried that “Whites think we’re black, and blacks think we’re 

stuck-up” (Dormon 1996, 171).  

Maguire completed his dissertation Hustling to survive: Social and economic change in a 

South Louisiana Creole community in 1989, after living in the community of Parks, in St. Martin 

Parish, for two years and exploring how changes in Louisiana’s sugarbowl (particularly the rise 

of mechanization and migration) affected the lives of the Creole population. His findings 

emphasize that the plantation region of Southern Louisiana is very much a part of circum-

Caribbean, in both historic and modern terms, and that Creoles straddle this identity boundary as 

Americans with strong links to the Creole societies of the Caribbean. In Maguire’s words, “by 

telling (their) story, living both on the fringe of America and the edge of another world, this 

study endeavors to introduce those people and their story to the wider world of which they 

belong” (Maguire 1989, 20).  

St. Martin Parish is at the western and most northern edge of the sugar-producing zone, 

and along the bayou in the southern part of the parish was where the plantation economy 

flourished the longest (Maguire 1989). Maguire emphasizes that regardless of whether one was 

directly involved in the plantation, the entire region was very much under its sphere of influence: 

“The plantation serves as the point of departure” (Maguire 1989, 4). Early plantations were 

established on the high ground along the region’s watercourses, which served as essential 
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transportation arteries before railroads and roadways. Up to 10,000 white Creole refugees had 

arrived from St. Domingue (or by way of Cuba some years later) after 1793 due to unrest in their 

home colony. Many—having experience with sugarcane cultivation—established plantations 

along the Bayou Teche, which traverses the parish, and in the area of St. Martinville (Maguire 

1989, 22). Many of these exiled white Creoles brought their human property with them, who 

joined tens of thousands of persons already enslaved in the colony. By 1859, the numbers of 

enslaved persons in the state neared approximately 325,000, of which the majority lived in the 

sugarcane zone on plantations (Maguire 1989, 36). 

A hierarchy based on socio-economic status and racial group provided the framework for 

the plantation society. The landowners were at the top, along with politicians, lawyers, bankers, 

and government officials, who had control of and wielded access to “land, labor, and capital, the 

key resources of the plantation economy and society” (Maguire 1989, 39). In less powerful 

positions were whites of slightly lower social standing, such as teachers, craftspeople, artisans, 

and administrators. Below them were whites with marginal social standing—the Cajuns, whom 

the more powerful whites had forced off prime land in order to establish their plantations. Their 

marginality extended to their relationship with the land, as they eked out of a living in nearby 

marshes and swamps as hunters, fishermen, and trappers. They faced prejudice from the 

powerful, despite having some mobility accorded to their status as whites in a slavery society. 

The third group was the region’s middle caste of free people of colour, who jealously defended 

their social status from society’s most disempowered members, those enslaved on the 

plantations. 

In terms of the culture and identity of the enslaved group and their descendants, known as 

black Creoles during Maguire’s tenure in St. Martin Parish (and more commonly as Creoles 
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today, as indicated above), the white Creole planter regime bore a strong influence. Maguire 

notes that “The language of command in Louisiana was French, giving rise on these plantations 

to the emergence of a Louisiana Creole similar to that which evolved in Haiti” (Maguire 1989, 

49). Those descended from masters, slaves, and others who lived within the plantation realm 

during that time still spoke French during Maguire’s study period6 (some still do today) and 

French surnames dominate.  

After the Civil War in this region, little change in the status of the region’s black Creoles 

occurred; most remained connected to and dependent on the land, due to lack of formal 

education, few non-agricultural skills, and pervasive racism (Maguire 1989). As the sugarcane 

industry rebounded in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, many became wage labourers and 

some became sharecroppers. Mechanization brought migration to nearby cities and towns, and to 

destinations further afield, such as East Texas, where the wartime and post-war economy 

boomed and where, aside from the oil sector, other, non-skilled fields such as construction were 

also seeking thousands of workers (Maguire 1989). Blacks who remained in St. Martin Parish in 

the post-war years struggled to make the transition to landowner from sharecropper; to do so, 

they needed credit to increase their land holdings and the new mechanized agricultural 

equipment. These farmers, however, could obtain loans neither from local banks nor from the 

Farmers Home Administration, a Federal agency that has been found to have inadequately served 

farmers of colour (Maguire 1989, 156). 

In 1977, Spitzer noted that social segregation between Cajuns and Creoles remained a 

prominent aspect of life in the prairie and plantation lands, even in terms of culturally-

overlapping religious rituals and Mardi Gras festival traditions. Everyday social life even into the 

																																																								
6 In 1970, more people in St. Martin Parish spoke French as a first language than in any other part of the state: 79.1 
percent (Maguire 1989, 75). 
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late 1990s remained segregated, particularly at music venues, despite legal desegregation of the 

workplaces and schools (Mattern 1997, 163). Creole scholar Clifton noted in 2003 that there 

remained an “enduring legacy of racism and friction” between segments of the Cajun and Creole 

populations (Clifton 2003, 76). 

Mattern identifies music practices, especially among zydeco and Cajun performers, as a 

particular source of racial conflict for the two groups. He points to tensions evident in the French 

revival of the 1960s and 1970s, which was a coordinated and institutionalized effort under the 

auspices of the Council for the Development of French in Louisiana (CODOFIL). The creation 

of CODOFIL, although spurred by an ethnic revival occurring at the grassroots level, was 

ultimately propelled by politicians and academics (Sexton 1999, 304). Despite the varied origins 

of South Louisiana’s population—with ethnic French hailing from France, the upper Mississippi 

Valley, and Quebec, enslaved peoples from Africa, and the later arrival of the Acadians, Spanish, 

Germans, and Anglo-Americans—who together created the culture, language, and traditions of 

the Louisiana population, during the 1960s and 1970s many of these distinct origins were 

subsumed under the regional identity of “Cajun.” To be Cajun now meant to be white, and the 

broad label served to re-imagine Louisiana’s Southwestern white people as homogenously 

Cajun, in contrast to the diverse Creole and black population (Sexton 1999, 304). 

 

2.2 Creolization 

“Some Cajuns say we’re not real French people. Some blacks act like we’re not all the way 
African Americans like them. When people ask me what I am I just say, ‘thoroughbred.’ You 
know, a real mix. Louisiana Creole!” (Spitzer 2003, 65)  
 
“We picked Bastille Day [to celebrate the Creole Families Festival] to represent the ideals of 
democracy that we all love. Freedom, equality, and brotherhood for all, because also it was the 
beginning of the end of human slavery—African slavery, across the French empire …” 
(Respondent #32, June 23, 2014) 
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The definition of creolization has been the subject of debate within anthropology, folklore, 

linguistics, and cognate fields for decades. Munasinghe describes how creolization has become  

the key analytic concept for examining the process of cultural 
adaptation, change, and synthesis within deeply hierarchical 
relations whereby new cultural forms were developed in the New 
World by piecing together elements derived from Old World 
cultural orientations. (Munasinghe 2006, 552) 

  
In a recent treatise on the subject, Stewart describes how scholars have used creolization as a 

theoretical framework with applications to an array of spatial and temporal contexts. In Éloge de 

la Creolité, Martinican scholars Jean Barnabé, Raphael Confiant, and Patrick Chamoiseau 

explain how Creolité (Creoleness) can help to develop the Martinican sense of national identity, 

which has been weakened by a history of oppression during which the citizens adopted the 

historical narrative of the colonizers. In their eyes, “Once our interior vision is applied, once our 

Creoleness is placed at the center of our creativity, we will be able to re-examine our existence, 

to perceive it in the mechanisms of alienation, and, above all, to grasp its beauty” (Bernabé et al. 

1993, 99). This claim relates well to Munasinghe’s assessment of the analytical prowess of 

creolization, which re-valorizes the creativity of diasporic New World peoples living under 

conditions of oppression. Le Menestrel argues that creolization is inseparable from the ideology 

that “‘Creole cultural forms’ are associated with those who have no voice, and they are thus 

functioning as a political tool in the fight against oppression and cultural hegemony” (Le 

Menestrel 2015, 22). 

Originally used in the field of linguistics, creolization today enjoys a near-universal 

application to formerly colonial societies of mixed origins—which is the subject of much debate 

and consternation among scholars. Stewart asks, “Can the Caribbean exercise copyright over the 

meaning of creolization?” (Stewart 2007, 5). The term’s application to non-Caribbean contexts, 
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such as Francoise Verges’ examination of creolization on the island of Reunion in the Indian 

Ocean, speaks to the now-ubiquitous nature of the concept (Verges 2007, 133-134). Hannerz 

uses the term as an analogue for the cultural effects of globalization on the relationship between 

the center and the periphery (1987), a view that Mintz argues glosses over the devastating 

historical reality of the painful temporo-geographic circumstances that spurred the Creolization 

process:  

Though many of the people who were subject to the original 
processes of creolization were—among other things, and with their 
children—manacled for life, the ways in which cultural material 
was lost, reclaimed, patched together or invented is seen as having 
shared much with what observers think they see in contemporary 
events. (Mintz 1996, 302) 

 
 For Le Menestrel, who conducted extensive fieldwork in southwestern Louisiana for her 

impressive treatise on mixing, sharing, and stereotyping in Louisiana music, creolization—and 

all other symbolic terms for cross-cultural mixing, such as hybridity and metissage—are highly 

problematic as they “bear within (them) the myth of origins and of racial purity and (are) 

therefore inseparable from strategies of exclusion” (Le Menestrel 2015, 22-23). To her, the 

concept does not offer a sufficiently critical lens through which to examine Louisiana’s 

complicated musical terrain; in fact, she believes this naturalization of difference furthers a race-

based approach to analyzing Louisiana music, which she implicitly refutes. She further argues 

that creolization, as a concept, is an idealized portrayal of what historically occurred in the 

region, even to the degree of presenting “adaptation ... as a choice rather than a survival strategy, 

which has the effect of obscuring the physical violence and power struggles that are inherent to 

the actual local context” (Le Menestrel 2015, 26). In lieu of the paradigm of creolization, Le 

Menestrel employs what she terms a critical approach.  
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From my perspective, I do not see creolization as antithetical to approaching this field of 

study with a critical eye. In fact, while her work constitutes a significant contribution to the 

unbounding of musical categories in French Louisiana—and certainly does not gloss over racial 

conflicts and divisions in the musical realm—she delves little into the undergirding socio-

economic disparities, fuelled by a normalization of racism and cultural devaluation of Creole 

lifeways, that I argue are foundational to the structuring of Southwestern Louisiana society. She 

notes that the bulk of her analysis focuses on Cajun cultural forms as she plays the fiddle and 

participated in music “jams” and camps, but that the fiddle is rarely employed in modern zydeco 

music—thus she “was not able to approach zydeco with the same depth of perspective and 

knowledge as other styles” (Le Menestrel 2015, 30). 

Other scholars promote the concept of creolization’s usefulness for understanding the 

unique nature of Louisiana’s diverse cultures, not in the least as a conceptual framework for 

examining Creole communities themselves. Fiehrer explains that eighteenth-century Louisiana 

was an anomaly: “The system of slavery and race relations that prevailed during the eighteenth 

century in the lower Mississippi Valley and along the Gulf Coast seems to deviate from the mode 

that typifies the rest of the southern United States” (Fiehrer 1979, 3). Likewise, Spitzer describes 

how South Louisiana is a culturally creolized region beyond the multi-dimensional identity of 

the Creole group: “Cultural creolization in its fullest sense describes the development of new 

traditions, aesthetics, and group identities out of combinations of formerly separate peoples and 

cultures” (Spitzer 2003, 58). So, for Spitzer, the rural black culture is not only Creole but also 

Creolizing in the sense of forming a “whole” culture through cultural expressions in music 

(zydeco) and performance (Mardi Gras traditions). If it is true that the Creoles’ “heterogenous 

culture is an extension of the Caribbean as much as a part of the American South” (Spitzer 2003, 
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61-62), it is crucial to examine what these linkages mean and what consequences they have for 

the community’s racial and ethnic identity. As noted above, race scholars agree that “both race 

and ethnicity are made by social meanings and definitions, not by objective criteria” (Austin 

2006, 199).  

Such Creole orientation came about due to the state’s historical circum-Caribbean 

integration. Not least, those who flowed slowly into the colony from the French Caribbean 

influenced the character and economic order of the colony: civil and religious authorities, and 

both black and white populations (Fiehrer 1979, 4).7 Before the arrival of the Isleños (Spanish 

Canary Islanders) and the Acadians to the region, slaves had an especially pronounced influence 

on the agricultural and foodways of those in the colony. Given that “the majority of European 

immigrants to Louisiana…were predominately urban in origin and ignorant of tropical 

agriculture, the slaves themselves constituted the specialists who brought the crops along” 

(Fiehrer 1979, 9-10). 

One of Maguire’s foundational arguments is that South Louisiana is a part of both the 

U.S. South and the Caribbean’s Creole societies, a claim that he emphasizes with a vignette from 

a group of Martinicans’ visit to the Parks community. At the end of the visit, during which both 

groups had remarked on shared cultural traits, a visiting schoolteacher commented, “It’s 

incredible. We are so much like cousins, yet we have never known each other. It’s as if we all 

came from Africa on the same boat, only they put us down in Martinique and they put them 

down here” (Maguire 1989, 424). Maguire agrees with Spitzer’s assessment that the community 

truly is an outlier of Caribbean Creole societies: “South Louisiana’s sugarcane plantation zone is 

																																																								
7 During the French period in the colony, slavery was “marginal;” it was not until the transfer of Louisiana to the 
Spanish (1763-1767) that slavery began to “ramp up” in the territory. Slavery did not become essential to “economic 
expansion,” Fiehrer argues, until the discovery of climate-suitable sugar processing techniques—and two new 
varieties of sugar cane that were resistant to cooler temperatures—and the slave revolt in St. Domingue that 
eliminated plantation agriculture and spurred refugee planters to move to the colony (Fiehrer 1979, 10). 
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more aligned geographically, economically, and historically with tropical and sub-tropical 

Plantation America than with other regions” (Maguire 1989, 12). His conclusions nevertheless 

concur with Tentchoff’s 1975 proposition that black Louisianans’ primary alliances are shifting 

from an ethnic basis (French language and identity) to one predicated on race (Tentchoff 1975: 

Maguire 1989, 15).  

One indicator of these communities’ affinity with the broader Creole world took the form 

of C.R.E.O.L.E., Inc., whose founders designed a charter, program, and flag. It bears 

emphasizing that the flag incorporated the national symbols of Africa, France, Spain, and the 

United States—the countries that are believed to comprise Creole ancestral identity. As part of 

their charter, they also sought to “establish ties between Creole communities worldwide” 

(Dormon 1996, 174). The current quarterly publication Kreol Magazine International often 

features articles on the history and musical contributions of the Creoles of southwestern 

Louisiana, further highlighting these communities’ familial and cultural links to similar 

populations worldwide as well as their uniquely Creole identity and orientation. The magazine 

emphasizes “the lively music, creative dances, interpretive arts, rich language, honoured 

traditions and wealth of knowledge of Creole people [which] will be shared and celebrated, 

linking Creole cultures together” (http://www.kreolmagazine.com/about-us/about-kreol-

magazine/) paralleling the efforts of Louisiana’s homegrown Creole activists. For instance, a 

recent issue features famed zydeco performer Keith Frank alongside headlines boasting “Creole 

Celebrations [of] Seychelles [and] La Reunion,” illustrating the internationalized and inclusive 

nature of Creole identity.  

During a monthly meeting in St. Martinville of Creole speakers and other interested 

community members, these connections again came to the fore. Jihad Muhammad, a forensic 
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anthropologist spearheading the Promiseland Redevelopment Commission—whose goal is to 

boost the economy of St. Martin Parish through eco-tourism based on newly-uncovered burial 

sites—noted the cultural connections between that region and Haiti owing to the historical 

movement of enslaved peoples from St. Domingue into Louisiana, and emphasized a present-day 

globalized Creole identity (field notes, La Table Creole, July 26, 2014). 

Gaudet’s provocative analysis of the festival traditions of the city of Lafayette’s Creoles 

points to numerous intersections with the parading and masking common to Caribbean festivals. 

This community, the urban counterpart to the rural Creoles, holds Mardi Gras festivities that 

boast elaborate hand-sewn costumes, ritual contests, and street parading. These differ 

dramatically from the Cajun Mardi Gras traditions of begging rituals and float parades. Indeed, 

the Cajun establishment in Lafayette historically viewed the Creole festival traditions as 

threatening, leading to an “unofficial” ban on masking in non-Cajun neighbourhoods due to 

increasing rivalry between Creole parading groups and perceived risk of violence (Gaudet 2001).  

Gaudet’s enquiry into the Creole Mardi Gras traditions provides many compelling 

examples of this community’s links to Creole Caribbean cultural activities, including a 

potentially shared origin in Yoruba practices of Africa and the circum-Caribbean. The Yoruba 

influence is particularly evident in the feathers and fringes of Caribbean ritual costumes and the 

sequins and mirrors of the Lafayette Creole Mardi Gras revelers’ costumes. Furthermore, the 

presence of sound modification and similar performance styles in both African and Creole 

masquerades suggest common origins (Gaudet 2001, 169-170).  

Spitzer (1986, 39) outlines the influence of African lifeways (by way of the West Indies) 

on southern Louisiana; these influences include the syncretic religion of voodoo, housing styles, 

the Creole Afro-French language, food types such as gumbo, and street parades and festivals. 
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Relatedly, Gaudet concludes from her participant observation and interviews that these 

“neighbourhood cultural performances [are] handed down from the Caribbean festival tradition 

with which blacks identified” (Gaudet 2001, 163). It is also revelatory that when Lafayette’s 

Creoles were finally invited to parade throughout the city (instead of being restricted to certain 

neighbourhoods), a Mardi Gras “king” styled after Haitian Revolutionary leader Toussaint 

L’Ouverture presided over their festivities. 

Parade participants also manifest their dual Creole and African-American identity 

through the fusion or hybridity evident in their costuming practices. While much of their clothing 

and accessories echo Caribbean and African influences, their ensembles also feature prominent 

black heroes (such as Martin Luther King, Jr. and Nelson Mandela) and honour the historically 

black high schools of the area by prominently displaying their mascots and colours. Gaudet notes 

especial cultural significance of the presence of African-American symbolism and imagery at 

these Creole parades, stating that this represents the African-American elements of their identity 

(Gaudet 2001).  

During the Mardi Gras festivities in ‘Prien Noir, a village in the prairie region, Spitzer 

elaborated how young Creole men manifest these complementary elements of their identity. He 

notes that some of the men visiting from the city emblazoned the backs of their costumes with a 

group name referencing a nearby town: “The Duralde Gang.” Another attendee wore a costume 

adorned with red, black, and green, in an effort to employ the “African nationalist” colours in an 

outfit that nevertheless maintained aesthetic integrity with traditional Creole Mardi Gras wear. In 

terms of vocalized elements of Mardi Gras traditions, some youth altered the traditional Mardi 

Gras song to add “We don’t mess around!” chanted in a rap style. All told, this fusion of African-
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American and Creole cultural elements at Creole Mardi Gras demonstrates a “dual affiliation and 

competence in two cultural realms of expression” (Spitzer 1996, 121). 

 

2.3 Creole: Race or culture? 

In my research, I took note of multiple factors indicating a syncretic approach to racial and 

cultural identity, with traits of a strong affiliation with Creole roots and French ethnic heritage 

evident on the one hand and an awareness of and connection to the experiences and challenges of 

mainstream black American life on the other. The rise of a syncretic identity for Creoles can be 

attributed to the post World War II era, which fractured the relations between Creoles and whites 

and led Creoles to identify more fully as American—either completely American, or evidencing 

a “Creole-American biculturality” (Landry 2015, 203).  

The Civil Rights era was a particularly intense period for the coalescing of black and 

Creole interests and identities. During this period, Creoles of colour faced the choice of aligning 

themselves completely with their black peers or of maintaining an ethnic identity as Creoles 

when inserting themselves in the struggle. Spitzer and Maguire agree that this period led young 

Creoles to demonstrate greater affinity with their African-American roots (Spitzer 1986; Maguire 

1989). In response to the increasing agitation of the region’s people of colour for social-political, 

racial, and economic justice, “Some whitened Creoles8 followed national white reaction to black 

activism and unleashed a fury of violence unseen in southwest Louisiana since the 19th century 

that even federal entities failed to quell” (Landry 2015, 203).  

World War II vastly changed the isolated and insular societies of southwestern Louisiana 

with an influx of Anglophone soldiers; military facilities in New Iberia and Lafayette brought 

hundreds of men to the region, leading to marriages between soldiers and local women that often 
																																																								
8 Landry employs “whitened Creoles” where most, myself included, have used “Cajun.” 



	 44 

took them away from Louisiana when the husband was transferred (Landry 2015, 204). 

Concomitant with the burgeoning military industry was the demand for oil that brought many 

more outsiders to the region. The wartime period also saw much migration of Creoles to 

shipyards in New Orleans, newly opened to people of colour thanks to a new federal order that 

disallowed discriminatory hiring practices among companies under federal contract; others left 

Louisiana altogether for the shipyards of eastern Texas, where they could receive better wages 

than in the agricultural industry. Migration to other parts of the country, particularly California, 

also increased during this period, to where Creoles were drawn during the wartime employment 

boom in the aircraft and naval vessel industries; for some, Texas was a waypoint for later 

migration to California (DeWitt 2008; Landry 2015).  

 Today, the multiple attributes and identifications of Southwestern Louisiana’s Creoles are 

not incompatible and in some instances this locally-based Creole identity and the broader 

African-American one are in fact fused as Landry suggests. The Juneteenth celebrations in 

Opelousas are a prime example of the present synthesis of black and Creole identities and 

affinities: zydeco and traditional Creole offerings were the music of choice for this event, which 

commemorates the date that Texas slaves learned that they had been emancipated, and 

C.R.E.O.L.E. Inc. was the sponsoring agent (Arceneaux 2016). As Le Menestrel avers, 

“Blackness and francophonie heritage are claimed together” (Le Menestrel 2015, 165). For some 

interviewed, uniting these identities was a seamless process indeed; Matanda Hayes explains 

how she decided to name her trail-riding group after being inspired by a Maya Angelou poem: 

(E)very time we (were) talking we just pull up names, we kept on 
to Maya Angelou, and “Phenomenal” just kept on coming, and so 
we just went with it like that. And then my horse was a Palomino, 
and my (sister’s) horse was a Palomino, so we gave that [name] to 
my husband, and then that way we came up with [our group’s 
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name, Phenomenal Katz and Palomino Riders]. (Respondent #10, 
June 19, 2014)  

 
 One of the elements of material culture that stood out to me throughout my years-long 

observations of trail ride culture was a blend of black American aesthetics with rural motifs, 

seemingly to little controversy or contradiction. At a trail ride in June 2014, I noted a group of 

riders wearing camouflage colours—typically associated with rural life— and some with 

hallmark neon orange accents (when hunting, many jurisdictions require hunters to don what is 

called “hunter orange” to identify themselves to other hunters, and it is common for smaller 

orange accents to be present as a stylistic element on camouflage attire).9 At the same ride, I 

noted one attendee wearing a shirt with the slogan “Buffalo Soldiers ... never forgotten,” 

presumably a reference to the famed African-American cavalry (field notes, June 29, 2014). At 

other events, group names that gave a nod to hip-hop aesthetics were more prevalent, such as 

“Pretty Fly Ryderz” and “Lil’Dirty Riders”—however, the latter explained in their slogan that “It 

all started in the barn” (field notes, September 16, 2016). A visiting reporter noted in 2012 that 

“some [trail ride attendees] wore embroidered cowboy shirts, while others boasted their 

affiliation printed on XXXL T-shirts hanging down over baggy, low-slung jeans” (Fensterstock 

2012, 29). 

 At a ride on June 14, 2014, I rode on a wagon offered by Swagged Out Riders—again, 

seemingly an emphasis on the African-American component of group members’ identities—yet 

also noticed that many of the group’s members hail from the Cezar family, well-known for its 

buggy horse racing. In fact, their horsemen/women-ship reflects a continuation of their ancestor 

Cypriene Cezar’s role as a prominent free person of colour landowner in Allen Parish (Castille 

																																																								
9 The Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries’ regulations stipulate, “Any person hunting any wildlife 
during the open firearms deer hunting season and possessing buckshot, slugs, a primitive firearm or a centerfire rifle 
shall display on his head, chest and/or back a total of not less than 400 square inches of HUNTER ORANGE.” 
(http://www.wlf.louisiana.gov/hunting/deer/regulations) 
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2014). Similarly, at the Senegal Riders trail ride in 2015, very little traditionally “Western” 

clothing (button-down shirts and cowboy hats, for instance) was present; “urban” attire was 

prevalent (field notes, June 7, 2015). However, this aesthetic shift should not be mistaken for a 

lack of genuineness of the host group’s affinity with rural lifeways and horse culture—their last 

name suggests identification with the deep history of Creole and black cowboys in the region; 

see Figure 1 for an image of the cattle brand registered by Mary Louise Senegal, a free woman of 

colour, in 1840. 

  One interviewee from a well-known Creole family described this convergence of 

identities: “Because we are people of colour, people tend to adopt the urban trends. ... The hip-

hop culture in trail rides is getting to be really big” (Respondent #2, July 6, 2014). Another 

respondent, a middle-aged woman who has been attending trail rides for years, explicitly 

denounced the perceived negative influence of urban culture on the trail rides’ rural orientation, 

claiming that “These young trail rider guys who are in the organizations and stuff, wanting to 

bring a gun sometimes, wanting to shoot. You know? Making it ghetto. It shouldn’t be that way” 

(Respondent #7, June 30, 2014). In general, though, an affection for or identification with black 

America or “urban” culture does not require a disavowing of rural roots, or vice versa; the young 

man’s attire in Figure 2 perhaps epitomizes this blend or syncretization of identities.  

 Reporter Fensterstock, who hails from New Orleans and regularly writes for the Times-

Picayune, was particularly fascinated by the apparently seamless fusion of rural and urban 

during her sojourn into Louisiana zydeco and trail ride culture for The Oxford American. She 

highlighted that the popular zydeco tune “Do it With Your Boots On,” which formed the refrain 

of her weekend in Southwestern Louisiana, features a music video with a dizzying array of 

zydeco/hip-hop imagery: “indoor sunglasses, giant diamond-stud earrings, cutoff jeans, foxy 
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video girls, fat gold chains, cowboy boots ... accordions casually slung over the shoulder, [and] 

two-steppers in silhouette” (Fensterstock 2012, 30).  

 Song lyrics and album art are two elements of material culture where this hybridization 

also becomes evident; popular zydeco artist Brian Jack’s hit song “B*tch Better Have My 

Money,” features a guest rapper who sings, “I’ve got trucks/I’ve got trailers/I’ve got horses, 

too/And I can’t really pay my bills on no IOU.”  Keith Frank has released a number of double 

albums whose cover art demonstrates two “sides” of his persona. One CD contains more hard-

line traditional zydeco tunes and the other features a contemporary zydeco sound with influences 

from other genres: “(d)espite these obvious intermingling of styles, Frank makes a point ... to 

link his contemporary style to an overarching tradition” (Le Menestrel 2015, 129).  

Despite the community members’ increasing identification with the black mainstream in 

the post- Civil Rights era, their recent contact with similar Creole cultures (such as Creoles from 

the Caribbean) and historical linkages (such as those Gaudet notes above) emphasize the Creole 

component of their identity. Maguire’s work identifies how members of the Parks Creole 

community in the late 1980s straddled the line between black America and a distinctly rural, 

bayou-focused way of life and manifested this “dual racial and ethnic identity” on a daily basis 

through language choice (English vs. Creole), food (barbecue vs. gumbo), and pastimes (sports 

vs. trailrides). For Spitzer, in the St. Landry Parish area, rural Creoles expressed their identity 

through the creolized performance genres of music (zydeco) and festival (Creole Mardi Gras), 

stating that “the dilemma of ethnic identity for black Creoles has been that if they emphasize 

their Frenchness, they retreat from the social power of invoking African origins and/or affiliation 

with the large black American mainstream. If they emphasize being American, they have ignored 

what makes them unique in black America, being French” (Spitzer 1986, 218). This situational 
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identity, which Brunsma and Rockquemore term protean identity, involves individuals not only 

adjusting their behaviour to certain circumstances, but their identity itself: “every social situation 

is assessed for what racial identity will ‘work’ and then that particular identity is presented” 

(Brunsma and Rockquemore 2004, 83). In her analysis of the process of self-identification for 

members of another racialized group with a little-recognized but deep history as ranchers and 

rodeo participants, Aboriginal Canadians, Penrose noted that “The ability to be both cowboy and 

Indian [sic], without contradiction, provides concrete support for the growing conviction that 

identities can no longer be understood as singular, hierarchical, or fixed” (Penrose 2003, 702). 

While Creoles’ self-identification as black or Creole might remain situational, scholars 

conclude that—for the most part—their identity has shifted to embrace its connections with the 

black American mainstream, a shift that seems confirmed by the majority of my respondents. 

This affinity with the black component of their identity and their affiliation with the cause of 

black unity led to a more inclusive kind of dual racial-ethnic identity. I would agree, however, 

with Dormon’s hypothesis that ethnic identity is a “protean concept, sufficiently malleable to 

meet the psychological, ego-forming needs of a given moment and set of circumstances” 

(Dormon 1996). In some instances, such as zydeco dancing after a trail ride or hosting a 

boucherie before Christmas, their Creole identity is largely manifested. In other instances, such 

as alignment with political platforms compatible with the interests of American black 

communities, their African-American identity comes to the fore. 

Creole identity itself, especially within communities whose members may lay claim to it, 

elicits a variety of opinions. Famed zydeco musician Geno Delafose did not define himself by an 

ethnic affiliation (in this context I mean “Creole” or “Cajun”) and instead used “black French-

speaking American” (Respondent #4, June 18, 2014). One interviewee, a self-described cowgirl 
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who has a long history of trail-riding, identifies as “Creole” owing to her Louisiana ancestry and 

claims that “If your lineage is in Louisiana then you are a Louisiana Creole” (Respondent #14, 

July 2, 2014). For her part, Acynthia Villery, who identifies primarily as black, views her Creole 

heritage as one of many composite parts making up her identity, perhaps constituting a separate 

racialized element (the others being white, Spanish, and Native American) (Respondent #1, July 

3, 2014). 

Indeed, some communities hold fast to a definition of “Creole” that includes not only 

cultural attributes but affirms a uniquely separate race, i.e. a Creole “race,” that is neither black 

nor white. For some I interviewed, this desire for a separate racial category smacks of colourism; 

the appearance-based definition tends to be promoted by those from the Natchitoches/Cane River 

region who, in their opinion, more rigidly define Creole as someone of lighter skin. Le Menestrel 

asserts that those from the Cane River area and those from New Orleans do not identify as white 

or as African-American (Le Menestrel 2015, 9).10 An interviewee from a well-known Creole 

family in the Opelousas region passionately explained that  

They [Cane River Creoles] base themselves more on their skin tone 
and they want to be a separate race and they want their “check off” 
on the census, and I’m not for all that. I just can’t be for that. … 
How in the hell is somebody from Cane River going to tell 
Buckwheat Zydeco [a well-known zydeco musician of darker black 
appearance]: “You’re not Creole. You’re too black to be Creole.” 
Get out of here! (Respondent #5, June 30, 2014) 

 
An interview with an elderly man who identifies as Creole from the Cane River area seems to 

confirm these regional colour-based distinctions, which one scholar deems “elitist” for those 

Creoles who identify as African American (Le Menestrel 2015, 166): 

																																																								
10	On the other hand, Jolivétte’s work, drawing on data collected from the Louisiana Creole Heritage Center in 
Natchitoches, Louisiana, as well as interviews with those who live in enclave communities outside of the state, is a 
clarion call for Louisiana Creoles to foreground the Native American aspect of their identity (Jolivétte 2007).	
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36: At the Friendly Place [a popular bar that closed about 25 years 
prior] … blacks didn’t go to the Friendly Place.  
 
A: Why was that, do you think?  
 
36: It was just all Creoles, I guess. … you have to face the facts … 
a racial thing!  
 
(36 chuckles). 
 
A: How could you tell [the difference] between a black person and 
a Creole person?  
 
36: Well, I think at that time it was based on the people who lived 
on the plantations, who were actually more African descent than 
the Creoles. (Respondent #36, June 9, 2015) 

 
Despite his somewhat elevated status in his isolated community as a Creole, in the wider world 

he had the dehumanizing experience of being outed as a “nigger” when a lieutenant produced his 

personnel file while he was serving in Cambodia, to the surprise of his platoon-mates who until 

that point had embraced him “as one of the team, and their buddy and all that” (Respondent #36, 

June 9, 2015).  

 Themes of colourism within and between various Creole communities were particularly 

salient for one respondent, Big G; he indicated that his grandmother, who was “raised that 

anybody dark was not to marry in the family,” refused to enroll her children in school in the 

early 1900s as they would have had attend with “black” children (Respondent #13, July 23, 

2014). Willey (1866) corroborates such recollections, noting that after the Civil War, wealthy 

Creoles of colour sent their children to New Orleans schools catering exclusively to Creoles to 

avoid local public schools that educated formerly enslaved children (248). 

 Other respondents alluded to the somewhat artificial insularity that Louisiana’s 

ambiguous racial structure can provide. Noted a Northern-born professor who had moved to St. 

Martin Parish, “As long as I am in Louisiana, I am a Creole. [If] I take you to the Boot Heel of 
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Missouri… if I take you into a white establishment there, you are just another ‘N’” (Respondent 

#26, July 28, 2014). Ruth Foote, editor of the now-dormant Creole Magazine, during our 

interview entreated those who identify as Creole to consider if they are clinging to the label as a 

“stepping stone” to whiteness. She added that there is nothing inherently wrong with identifying 

in this manner, but focusing on “identity issues” such as who is black and who is Creole merely 

divides a community that should be concentrating on the “life or death issues” facing the black 

community as a whole. Moreover, although this colour-struck orientation is no longer 

predominant, she suggests that those who rigidly subscribe to Creole as a race will be “rudely 

awakened” as the rest of the world considers them black (Respondent #38, June 11, 2015).  

 Despite the multi-faceted and at times conflicting racial and ethnic identification of 

Louisiana’s Creoles, they are undoubtedly enmeshed in a broader society within which they have 

experienced historic and present-day denigration of the black aspect of their identity. The 

foregoing section illustrates how community members have conceived of their identity across 

various time periods, in particular the changes evident throughout the twentieth century. It also 

evaluated how Creoles have coped with the wider world’s infliction of a racial ideology that 

dictates a simplistic division of black or white—even as they themselves may desire an 

intermediate category (or eschew racial identification altogether, as a handful of interviewees 

expressed). In the following section I consider how, as an anti-racist human geographer, I 

planned a methodology to capture the nuances of the experiences of those who identify as 

Creole. I then describe my methods and evaluate their efficacy. 
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Figure 1. The record of the cattle brand registered to Marie Louise Senegal, a free person of 
colour (indicated by f.w.c., or free woman of colour) in the Brand Book for the Opelousas and 
Attakapas Districts, 1760-1888. 
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Figure 2. Photo by author, taken on November 20, 2016 and used with permission. 
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Chapter 3  
 

Methodology and Methods 
 
 
3.1 Literature overview 
 
Recognition of the value of qualitative methods has been a hard-won victory for human 

geographers (DeLyser 2010). The discipline, undergoing its “cultural turn” during the 1970s and 

1980s, was also influenced by the efflorescence of feminist theory that interrogated ontology, 

epistemology, and methodology within the field (Riley and Harvey 2007). Feminists and post-

structuralists have taken issue with both Marxism and positivism, both of which they claim 

inadequately characterize the “multiple subjectivities” of informants and fail to interrogate 

critically the positionality of the researcher and how he or she represents those who are 

researched (Moss 2002; Clifford, French, and Valentine 2010, 5). Beginning in the 1970s and 

taking hold most firmly in the 1980s, feminist theorists questioned how power relations influence 

interpersonal relationships and affect the interview process. In 1987, the editors of Analyzing 

gender: A handbook of social science research noted  

Feminist methodology rejects the positivist division between 
theory and practice, between the researcher and the “object” of 
research… Elements that are present in scientific knowing but 
devalued because they are associated with femaleness—intuition, 
empathy, and passion—are ignored in the positivist account and 
eventually distort the actual process of doing science. (Yow 1997, 
68-69) 
 

 Ethnography, with its basis in hermeneutics, emphasizes that the human existence is 

based on interpretation. This technique seemed a natural choice to capture the multi-faceted 

experiences of the region’s Creole peoples. Although a multitude of ethnographic techniques 

exist, I focused on interviewing and participant observation to elucidate the socio-cultural 

importance of trail-riding to the Creole communities’ identity-making processes and to explore 
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how community members understand their history and culture within the wider Louisiana and 

U.S. context. Anthropologist O’Reilly emphasizes that ethnography should not be a “superficial 

smash-and-grab technique but a research methodology born of understanding” (O'Reilly 2012, 

93).  

 Participant observation is difficult to characterize but most geographers agree that it 

involves “strategically placing oneself in situations in which systematic understandings of place 

are most likely to arise” (Kearns 2005, 196). Laurier notes that participant observation does not 

have a formal step-by-step procedure, but he emphasizes that producing informed commentary 

on a community—for which researchers should strive—is born of participant observation done 

by “those who have been involved in and tried to do and/or be a part of the things they are 

observing” (Laurier 2010, 118). Two seminal studies in geography notable for their depth of 

community involvement, regular contact, and relatively unfettered social interactions are David 

Ley’s 1974 work on “Monroe,” (an inner-city neighbourhood of Philadelphia) and John 

Western’s 1981 Outcast Cape Town (Kearns 2005, 195).  

Given my emphasis on community-based perspectives, I incorporated oral histories and 

life histories within my interviews to counterbalance the mainstream historical narrative 

(Angrosino 2008). Oral or life history methods, developed in the middle of the twentieth century, 

have been used in research that emphasizes “history from below,” such as accounts of the lives 

of the enslaved, members of the working class, and women (Giles-Vernick 2006, 86). Oral 

history methods are of particular value for uncovering how group members understand 

themselves, their memories, and their worlds in relation to and filtered by the broader historical 

processes that have altered their lives (Giles-Vernick 2006, 87). Since there is such a dearth of 

existing academic research about members of the Creole population and about trail rides 
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specifically, these oral histories were especially important. Life histories can also shed light on 

puzzling, contradictory, or intriguing incidents observed while in the field (Crewe and Maruna 

2006, 115). The editors of a special issue of Social and Cultural Geography dedicated to 

geography and oral history note that scholars have used oral histories to uncover the experiences 

of previously “unheard” groups such as British-Asian women in London and Latvian women 

who migrated to Britain in the post-war era (Riley and Harvey 2007). Similarly, my research 

explores a little-known topic and highlights voices excluded from the mainstream narrative of 

French Louisiana. 

In Yow’s review of oral history’s conceptual shift from “objectivity” to recognizing the 

interviewer’s embeddedness in the interview process, she describes how the tumultuous political 

climate of the 1960s led to a new mindset among students that compelled them to shun 

detachment and pursue research about which they were passionate (Yow 1997). Although 

historians continued to cling to quantification in the 1970s and early 1980s—“nobody admitted 

to having an emotional connection to numbers”—by this period other social scientists had begun 

to accept and integrate subjectivity into their disciplines’ ethos (Yow 1997, 59). While debates 

about the role of the researcher made appearances in sociology and other fields, it was within the 

discipline of anthropology “that ‘the objectivity question’ assumed the greatest centrality…and 

where it was the most divisive” (Yow 1997, 63-64). Yow points to People studying people: The 

human element in fieldwork (Georges and Jones 1980) as a notable text that emphasized the 

emotional component of fieldwork; later that decade, Renato Rosaldo rose to the fore of the 

debates, entreating academics to consider how their age, gender, political affiliation, and life 

experiences all affect their research in the field (Rosaldo 1993). 
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3.2 Ethics and positionality  

There are considerable ethical complexities involved in trying to represent or speak “on behalf 

of” racialized groups, as well a hierarchy in who has the authority to “tell” (Watson and Till 

2010, 129). Feminist geographers such as Gillian Rose note that the discipline’s use of fieldwork 

intrinsically renders it an “excessively observational discipline” that epitomizes the masculine 

gaze (Kearns 2005, 197). Within the context of representing an institution like a university, 

especially, observation cannot be separated from power dynamics. Kearns asserts that “social 

control can occur through the ways in which one group (the relatively powerful) are able to 

maintain watch over members of another (the relatively disempowered)” (Kearns 2005, 197).  

 Guiding ethnographic approaches are three fundamental premises: that the process of 

collection influences the data collected; that the interviewer or scholar is also a subjective being; 

and that the quality and content of the research gathered are affected equally as much by the 

researcher as by his or her informants (Gottlieb 2006, 48). Geographers recognize that “the 

presentation and ‘doing’ of academic study necessarily involves ideology and bias, and that 

knowledge and understanding are always manufactured” (Riley and Harvey 2007, 347). Rosaldo 

entreats academics to consider how “the social analyst is a positioned subject, not a blank slate” 

(Rosaldo 1993, 207). Recognition of the experiences and subjectivity of the researcher 

him/herself stands in sharp contrast to classic ideals of objectivity in observational research, 

which proscribed that “it is both feasible and desirable to describe or interpret cultures and 

societies as if those depictions could exist without ethnographers being part of the action” 

(Angrosino and Rosenberg 2011, 468). It would be fallacious to suggest that I was able to extract 

information objectively from the people I interviewed or the communities in which I 
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participated; like other ethnographers, I am not in possession of autonomous and authoritative 

knowledge about this or any community under study.  

 I approached the field with well-acknowledged but unavoidable race and class privilege 

both, which certainly affected how interviewees perceived my inquiries and intentions and led to 

understandable hesitancy and at times suspicion. Having a “key informant” or “gatekeeper” 

greatly helped to allay some of these fears; I was fortunate that an especially active and well-

liked trail rider “took me under his wing,” and his endorsement paved the way for introduction to 

dozens of others.11 Despite his “vote of confidence” and my subsequent quasi-acceptance by 

group members, I do not speak for or accurately represent the needs of people from a community 

to which I do not belong. 

 Responsibility to participants, however, is a different matter. O’Reilly, inspired by 

Ferdinand et al., asks, “To whom do we owe responsibility in the final instance?” (O'Reilly 2012, 

69). She suggests that feminist ethnographers believe that giving voice to the silenced or 

marginalized is one of the main—if not the main—objective of their research; however, Field (of 

the Centre for Oral History) suggests that “Contrary to the notion that oral history ‘gives voice to 

the voiceless,’ I argue that marginalised people do have a voice, and in a multitude of ways they 

do speak out in their daily lives. The problem is rather that marginalised groups do not have a 

sufficiently strong public voice” (Field 2007, 4).  

 Willis and Trondman argue that ethnography should have a critical aim, that it should 

have a political or social purpose (Willis and Trondman 2000, 9-10). Ferdinand et al. assert that 

“Being a researcher… brings with it certain moral responsibilities, which should automatically 

include a willingness to expose unethical social and organizational practices” (Ferdinand et al. 

																																																								
11 In my field notebook, I commented, “The ticket takers [at the trail ride today] asked if I ‘needed an escort’ and a 
woman whose trailer I parked near asked if I ‘was taking pictures or something.’ She became more friendly and 
helpful after I told her I was meeting (main informant’s group)” (field notes, June 29, 2014). 
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2007). I am faced with the challenge that some of what I have written, and will write, will 

bewilder and may even offend some members of the broader Southwestern Louisiana society, 

particularly those who hold socio-economic power and who have benefitted from the existing 

social and racial hierarchy. This is not an easy prospect, but as one respondent expressed, “When 

you have a dominant group of people who wants to remain in power, they will do anything to 

make sure that their story is heard. Whatever means possible” (Respondent #15, July 16, 2014).   

 Henry and Le Menestrel, who rely on their extensive Louisiana fieldwork experiences in 

describing some shared dilemmas, note that anthropologists “All have to deal with a demand 

related to the value attributed to our status and expertise. … We cannot decline it to stay in the 

comfortable position of the observer” (Henry and Le Menestrel 2003, 19). They describe the 

respective ethical complexities of their work in South Louisiana, highlighting their at-times 

ambivalence in promoting the needs of historically-oppressed “white ethnics:” “Can Cajuns be 

viewed as victims and dominated when their historical ability to assimilate others is well 

documented and the “Cajunization” (Trepanier 1991) of South Louisiana proceeds evidenced by 

the ubiquity and commercial appeal of the ethnic label?” (Henry and Le Menestrel 2003, 21). 

 In a subsequent chapter, ethnographer David describes how he became embroiled in 

controversy over the usage of blackface during Cajun Mardi Gras celebrations. In the small town 

of Iota, discord erupted after the local priest attempted to begin a discussion about the practice 

with his congregation. The Mardi Gras festival’s organizer then endeavoured to have the priest 

transferred and solicited letters from anthropologists who could testify to the innocuousness of 

blackface in these traditions. David sent an unsolicited letter to the bishop supporting public 

debate about blackface, noting “the racializing character of carnival skits, the run and festival’s 

civic responsibility incurred through the acceptance of public funding, and the troubling regional 
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trend of race-based exclusion at public events” compelled him to comment on the supposed 

apolitical nature of these traditions (David 2003, 112). When the local priest read his letter in its 

entirety aloud to the congregation, David met with consternation from the community, even 

being labelled a “race traitor.” He includes this example to underscore the importance of a 

situated ethnographic practice that recognizes the futility of attempting to present an objectivist 

account of a society cut through with inequality. His experiences are a reminder that “a research 

agenda that engages questions of social difference makes an ethnographic politics of conciliatory 

presence with all interlocutors implausible, if not impossible” (David 2003, 114). 

 

3.3 In “the field” 

I have had experience and success with an ethnographic research approach; for my Master’s 

thesis research on the rebuilding of New Orleans’ Lower Ninth Ward after Hurricane Katrina, I 

volunteered weekly for five months at a local school to understand the “on-the-ground” 

perspectives of those living and working in this majority-black community in addition to 

conducting formal interviews and attending community events. For the PhD project, I employed 

similar methods that value and highlight the everyday experiences of trail-riding participants. I 

lived in Southwestern Louisiana, in the city of Opelousas, for six months total over three field 

seasons.12 A three-week long stay in Baton Rouge, where I undertook archival research at 

Louisiana State University’s main and special collections libraries, preceded the first field 

season. During these fieldwork periods I conducted formal semi-structured interviews with 

nearly forty participants and participated in culture-specific activities such as trail-riding, 

																																																								
12 The last field season, September-November 2016, was primarily focused on collecting data on Creole boucheries, 
or community hog-slaughterings. Over this period, however, a handful of further interviews were conducted for the 
present thesis. The previous two field seasons, May-August 2014 and June 2015, were entirely dedicated to thesis 
research. 
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concerts, church events, and cultural activism initiatives. I also volunteered at a community 

garden that ran a summer camp for local youth, all of whom were of Creole background. 

 During these events, I took notes using my phone’s note-pad feature. Cell phone use, 

particularly for texting, was quite common at trail rides and other events, and as such rendered 

this method more discreet and less off-putting for onlookers than carrying around a notebook. At 

every event I carried printed copies of my ethics approval documentation, as well as a form 

explaining my research and indicating that I would stop observations at the request of attendees; 

no attendees requested that I cease observing or asked to view the ethics package. I also asked 

permission before taking any pictures in which people could be easily identified and explained 

that this photo could be used in my research or publications. Out of concern for attendees’ 

privacy at these quite insular events, I took few photos and most are from a distance. After the 

event, either in my car or at home, I copied my cell phone “jottings” into my field notebook. 

During the note-taking process, I followed O’Reilly’s suggestions that good field notes contain 

observations, thoughts and reflections, personal feelings, and developing insights. I bore in mind 

that well-taken field notes would serve as an “audit trail” showing others how I eventually 

arrived at my conclusions (O'Reilly 2012, 105). 

 Ethnographers acknowledge that, in contrast with classic ethnography when “it was 

assumed that because people lived in a common space they therefore came to share social 

institutions and cultural assumptions,” much of the current “field” no longer consists of bounded 

communities, but ones that are characterized by hybridity (Angrosino and Rosenberg 2011, 469). 

David, after Lederman, offers particularly sharp insights in suggesting that “the field” is not a 

physical place but constitutes the relations between oneself and others as well as the “difficult 

combination” of detachment and commitment (David 2003, 102). The nebulous nature of “the 
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field” begs the broader question: How does an ethnographer delineate his or her field? Scholars 

of Southwestern Louisiana have suggested that it can be located topographically, politically, 

ethnically, regionally, or a combination thereof (Henry and Le Menestrel 2003, 7-8). Ultimately, 

they conclude, “It is clear that the anthropological field becomes increasingly deterritorialized” 

and highlight researchers whose works are not geographically-bounded as much as event-based, 

relying on meeting halls, festival sites, or parade routes to inform their research (Henry and Le 

Menestrel 2003, 8, 12).  

 A hybrid set of physical and socio-cultural factors conspired to situate my field. I tried to 

limit my geographic scope to Southwestern Louisiana and Southeastern Texas, but I also 

ventured beyond these “boundaries” occasionally for interviews or events that I considered 

intrinsically linked to the activities of those who identify as Creole. Although I focused on 

cultural events, such as trail rides, I also observed day-to-day activities, such as the workdays I 

spent with two participants herding and vaccinating cattle. My “field” also constituted the online 

relationships that (somewhat surprisingly) developed in the initial stages of fieldwork, as detailed 

below.13 

Henry and Le Menestrel suggest that “insider” and “outsider” are mutable categories, 

noting in the south Louisiana context that, “If nationality is retained, French and Canadian 

scholars are outsiders. … If language is retained, French-speaking researchers will appear to be 

more insiders than non-French speakers would,” adding that the regional variants of French and 

Creole would also play a role. For my part, I discovered that I could converse (using standard 

French) with those who spoke the Creole of the prairie region but that I could only understand 

																																																								
13 The insights of Luh Sin, who was also surprised at the prominent role social media came to have in her mixed 
methods ethnographic research, were particularly helpful. She notes that “[User-generated content… such as social 
networking sites, blogs, Wikipedia, and media sharing sites] is rapidly changing the ground rules on where and what 
the field is for social science research” (Luh Sin 2015, 677, 683). 
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snippets of the conversations of those who lived in the bayou region. Maguire suggests that 

during his fieldwork in the small town of Parks, Louisiana, in the late 1980s, he anticipated that 

his status as a French-speaker might help to equalize his standing as an outsider (and an 

academic at that!) only to find that he gained more cultural currency as someone who had 

familiarity with formerly plantation-based economies like that of Parks. Race, it turns out, was 

becoming a stronger identifier for his participants than was their classification as French 

speakers (Maguire 1989). Similarly, I believe my status as a foreigner (Canadian of mixed 

European background) contributed more to community members’ positive perceptions of me14 

than did my ability to speak French, given that the vast majority of my participants spoke only 

English. 

One of the most important preparatory texts I consulted emphasized that building 

relationships takes time and noted that gaining an “insider” role may be impossible in 

circumstances where the social distance between researcher and participants is great. The author 

suggests in these circumstances that the best-case scenario is to build as much trust and rapport 

as possible through private conversations (O'Reilly 2012). I did not achieve—nor did I desire to 

achieve—“insider” status, but over time my presence was not as surprising or remarked-upon, 

despite the fact that I tended to be one of the few, if not the only, outsider/white person present. 

As Laurier describes, “a successful participant observation does not turn entirely on becoming 

excellent in the activity. ... Yet by the end you should possess a degree of the particular know-

how, appropriate conduct and common knowledge of the place and/or people you have chosen to 

study” (Laurier 2010, 119). 

																																																								
14 I can only speculate why my nationality generally elicited a positive response. Perhaps some were flattered that 
their culture has been deemed sufficiently “worthy” for someone to travel across a continent to study it, or maybe 
recognition of the shared history of the Canadian Maritimes (as some Creoles have Acadian/Cajun ancestry) and the 
southern Louisiana region played a role. 
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For my research, the most obvious and important sites of observations were trail rides, 

but I wholeheartedly embraced other opportunities to observe and participate in Creole culture, 

such as Opelousas’ Juneteenth celebrations, where I met my first interviewee after he observed 

my enthusiastic but ill-timed attempts at zydeco dancing at the event’s outdoor pavilion. 

Immersing myself in the community (as best I could) proved to be the most useful technique for 

recruiting the initial informants from whom I generated other interested participants. I quickly 

realized affixing posters to local message boards and waiting for my phone to ring accomplished 

nothing. In fact, to my knowledge I received no “hits” from my research posters, although I did 

meet one of my most fruitful contacts in line at the library while waiting to speak to the librarian 

about posting my notice! Relatedly, I believe that learning the basic dance steps for zydeco 

helped to signal my good intentions to the trail-riding community as well as allowing me to 

participate in the ever-important ritual of dancing post-horseback ride; this didn’t mean that my 

presence was unnoticed, particularly at first, as evidenced by the occasional gaggle of young 

women who pointed and giggled at my dance attempts. 

Another source of participants that I could not have predicted was Facebook, which is the 

primary network where trail riders advertise trail rides, dances, and dinner sales, post photos (in 

the hundreds!) from past events, and announce the birth of a child or memorialize a beloved 

parent. For these trail riders, it seemed that their “online identity (was) as meaningful … as their 

first or real-world one” (O'Reilly 2012, 74). Similarly, Luh Sin (2015, 682) explains that “the 

inseparability between what happens online and offline suggests that we need to challenge our 

presumptions about where and what the field is in qualitative methodologies.”  

 I came to the realization that some online presence would be necessary. In fact, a few 

trail riders requested to be my contact on the social networking platform before speaking with 
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me (I speculate that they did so out of curiosity, in order to gather information about my 

intentions, or to “vet” me in some other manner). In order to accommodate this unforeseen but de 

rigeur site of interaction, I created a separate version of my “profile” that minimized the 

disclosure of personal information, echoing the precautions Luh Sin took to limit some of her 

visibility and protect the identity of participants when interacting via Facebook (Luh Sin 2015). 

This experience drove home the ethnographic principle that access is not gained once, but is an 

ongoing process of negotiation that is also achieved in subtle ways, such as adopting the 

appropriate dress and behaviour (O'Reilly 2012, 90). In the case of my research, having an active 

Facebook account and online presence was essential for my “acceptance” into the community.  

Indeed, it would have been “more awkward not to ‘friend’ them” (Luh Sin 2015, 679). 

Further, a Facebook gaffe, in which I was reprimanded by numerous group members for 

directing my post to “black Creoles” instead of “Creoles” reminded me that, as O’Reilly rightly 

describes, “access” to a community is not my, or any researcher’s, “inalienable right” (O'Reilly 

2012, 90). In the initial days of my fieldwork, I had not yet realized that there had been a 

terminological shift—within as recently as the past five to ten years, judging from the latest 

scholarship—amongst many community members from “black Creole” to simply “Creole.” 

Members of this Facebook group took issue with what they viewed as an attempt to ascribe a 

racial identity to them. My field notes captured my anxiety: “I hope that I will be able to recover 

from this. … It has also made me re-think my recruitment strategy; I think it is easy for people to 

be suspicious of a random girl posting on an FB wall—it is different than meeting in person or 

being introduced through an acquaintance” (field notes, June 11, 2014). Luckily, my openness 

and humility about the error and my stated desire to learn more about their culture and its 
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nuances shifted the tone of the online discussion, and some group members invited me to contact 

them privately for future assistance.  

 Long-term scholars of the region and its variegated cultures were helpful and generous in 

such instances. A well-established academic who has published on the region, Rocky Sexton, 

caught wind of the conflict: “Alexandra, I saw your post on the Creole Facebook page asking 

about trail rides and Creole cultural promotions. I noticed that you caught some criticism for 

using the term Black Creole. French Louisiana is increasingly turning into a semantic minefield 

in terms of ethnic labels” (personal e-mail communication, June 17, 2014). He also encouraged 

me to think critically about this new terminology, explaining that “simply using Creole, as 

advocated by a new generation of cultural activists, opens up its own set of problems as does 

trying to figure out the specific agenda of given activist cliques” (personal email communication, 

June 26, 2014). I received further useful guidance about the mores of Creole culture from 

Deborah Clifton, both a member of the culture and a scholar, particularly regarding how my 

status as a female cultural outsider might be perceived and how I could be cognizant of these 

dynamics in the event that I visited participants’ homes. She further suggested emphasizing to 

potential participants that this project had received approval from an ethics board, which I did in 

all initial solicitations for participants (field notes, June 6, 2014).  

 

3.4 Making sense of the data 

Once my data were collected, I transcribed all of my interviews verbatim and collated, then 

typed, my field notes. If an interviewee had requested a copy of the transcript to look over, I 

mailed or e-mailed to them as agreed, giving him or her a month (or longer if needed) to respond 

with any changes. Throughout, I mailed thank-you cards to participants. After completing the 
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transcription phase, I began the process of coding each interview line-by-line using the program 

NVivo. 

 Angrosino, in his descriptions of ethnographic methods, asserts that although 

anthropologists have been accused of being “soft” scientists—since their data analysis can be 

seen as more of an “art” than a science—there is actually a great deal of regularity and rigour 

present in their approach (Angrosino 2007, 69). Further, Lichtman suggests that creativity and 

discipline are essential to the process, as well as a clear statement of your philosophical 

approach, which I aimed to develop in the above section (Lichtman 2012, 246). Basit (2003, 

Summer) indicates that qualitative data analysis is the most crucial yet most difficult part of 

qualitative research, and Thorne concurs that “Qualitative data analysis is the most complex and 

mysterious of all the phases of a qualitative project, and the one that receives the least thoughtful 

discussion in the literature” (Thorne 2000, 68). In part, it is this lack of detail about the process 

or a taken-for-granted approach to qualitative data analysis that led me to describe it in such 

detail in the present chapter. 

 Lichtman suggests, following Bazeley, to look for patterns in the data as well as 

interpreting and naming categories (Lichtman 2012, 244). She emphasizes the iterative nature of 

qualitative analysis that is a “process that moves between questions, data, and meaning” 

(Lichtman 2012, 255). Similarly, for Angrosino this search for patterns falls into the 

“descriptive” phase of analysis, in which the data are broken down into their component parts 

and a broad survey of the researcher’s notes and of the scholarly literature is conducted 

(Angrosino 2007, 70). From here, themes begin to emerge. In the theoretical phase, the 

researcher considers how perceived patterns or regularities could be explained. Angrosino 

advises that scholars evaluate patterns in light of the existing literature and then show how 
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findings related to the field’s established perspectives, a process that I employed during the 

writing phase that followed coding (Angrosino 2007, 74).  

 Lichtman suggests that coding is especially suited for ethnographic research, where one’s 

goal is to understand a specific culture; however, analyzing data must move beyond simply 

looking for general themes supported by quotes (a point that my academic supervisor also 

emphasizes). Of all the literature on coding that I consulted, I found Licthman’s suggested 

method to be the most useful and, combining it with Angrosino’s framework, I employed it as 

part of my analytical process. Lichtman sums up the process as a sequential movement from 

codes to categories to concepts (Lichtman 2012, 252). Although she suggests not determining 

codes from the outset, given the breadth of my topic I elected to pinpoint some key tentative 

themes from across the data: “Creole identity,” “trail-riding,” “promotion of Cajun versus Creole 

heritage,” “zydeco music,” and “Western heritage.” I began the process of line-by-line coding 

and after several interviews I re-examined the growing list of codes for overlap and redundancy, 

eliminating or combining as needed and creating overarching categories with nodes as subsets. 

From here, I moved to the concepts phase, analogous to the “theoretical analysis” stage that 

Angrosino outlines. Inherent to this final step, Lichtman describes, is an identification of the 

themes or concepts that “reflect the meaning you attach to the data you collect” (Lichtman 2012, 

254). Once this formulation of concepts is complete, the researcher can systematically select 

quotes as evidence and begin writing. 
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Chapter 4:  
 

“Don’t call me a Cajun!”: Race and representation in Louisiana’s Acadiana 
region 

 

4.1 Introduction 

Tensions in Louisiana’s southwest have centered on the value accorded to Acadian/”Cajun” 

history and culture at the expense of recognizing Creole contributions. Although the two groups 

have co-existed in the region for centuries, along with smaller numbers of other ethnic groups 

and Native Americans, the imprint of Creole community members on the cultural and physical 

landscape of the region is rarely noted. One Creole informant plainly stated the effects of this 

erasure: “My family has been here forever and for you to write them out of history is not fair” 

(Respondent #5, June 30, 2014). Scholars have supported this observation; Trepanier notes that 

“Inasmuch as the Louisiana French are coming to national and international attention under the 

‘Cajun’ label, the role and influence of the other French subcultures in defining the character of 

the region are simply overlooked” (Trepanier 1991, 161). Sexton, whose research offers insights 

about the Cajun revival movement in the region, has argued that “the (black Creole) experience 

during this movement indicates that issues of unequal power and resource allocation linked to 

race had a bearing on who could or could not articulate a particular ethnic identity and 

effectively claim elements of a local culture” (Sexton 1999, 302). This desire for cultural 

recognition mirrors conversations occurring at a national and international level, such as those 

occurring at Rutgers University, the University of Texas at Austin, and Yale, amid calls to 
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rename historic sites bearing the names of slaveholders or those affiliated with the Ku Klux 

Klan.15 

The cultural identity of Southwestern Louisiana’s Creole population has formed, in part, 

in opposition to mainstream Cajun society (Sexton 1999; Le Menestrel 2007). Gaudet has noted 

that, especially in the context of Creole Mardi Gras expressive forms, “the assertion of a distinct 

Creole identity is particularly important in an area that in the last two decades has focused 

attention on the enhancement of the cultural pride of another historically marginalized group—

the Cajuns” (Gaudet 2001, 172). Cajuns have experienced prejudice from other Louisianans and 

outsiders and themselves have a compelling story of survival and adaptation after their 

deportation from the Canadian Maritimes in 1755 (Trepanier 1991). Historically, they settled in 

three main areas: along the Mississippi River north of New Orleans, the areas along bayous 

Lafourche, Terrebonne, and Teche, the Atchafalaya Swamp, and the Southwestern prairies. Since 

the 1960s and 1970s the “Cajun revival” has resulted in near-complete transformation of their 

image from that of unintelligible swamp-dwellers to a people revered for hard work, old-

fashioned values, and joie de vivre. Indeed, the state legislature created the official region of 

“Acadiana” from 22 parishes of southern Louisiana as a nod to the Acadian/Cajun heritage of 

many residents, and vigorously promotes “Cajun Country” tourism for international audiences 

(Sexton 1999, p. 304-305).16 

Historically, Creoles have historically been afforded little consideration by the majority 

and those who spoke the Creole dialect were treated with outright disdain, their language once 

																																																								
15 At Rutgers, a committee convened to research the history of the institution’s linkages to slavery and racism 
recommended in February 2017 renaming a walkway and apartment buildings for former slaves (Heyboer 2017). At 
the University of Texas at Austin a statue of Jefferson Davis, president of the Confederacy, was removed from a 
prominent outdoor memorial to eventually be placed in the campus’ Center for American History (Neuman 2015). 
At Yale, years of debate reached their culmination in February 2017 as the institution decided to remove the name of 
slavery defender John C. Calhoun from one of its residential colleges (Jaschik 2017).	
16 Figure 3 shows the delineation of Louisiana’s tourist districts as outlined by the Louisiana Office of Tourism. 
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denigrated as “Nigger French” (Sexton 1999, 312). During the same period as the Cajun 

renaissance many of those who identify as Creole were undertaking a separate fight for civil 

rights. During the 1960s and 1970s, young Creoles rallied around the broader African-American 

movement often to the detriment of preserving their French-based identity. These struggles 

related to their standing as black Americans, not as a cultural or linguistic minority as 

Francophones, and only recently have they been able to shift their energies to the promotion of 

their unique identity (Sexton 1999). Traditional social and class differences among lighter-

skinned descendants of free people of colour and darker-skinned black Louisianans became 

somewhat deprioritized in the interest of advancing a broader African-American identity and its 

goals (Sexton 1999, 306). One interviewee describes how, during that period, some of his 

relatives downplayed their mixed-race appearance in favour of identifying with the black 

mainstream: “I have some uncles…with the straightest hair, they look like Native Americans, 

and they permed it, they blew it out, grew Afros” (Respondent #5, 30 June 30, 2014). 

The dominance of “Cajun” in the names of businesses, landmarks, and schools in the 

material and cultural landscape of the region has caused tension. The official Louisiana Office of 

Tourism website, www.louisianatravel.com, promotes the Lafayette area’s Cajun-themed 

historical attractions and dubs nearby St. Martinville “the heart of Cajun country”—an 

appellation rendered suspect when one considers that as of 2010, the census placed the city’s 

black population at 62.7 percent.17  

 Eunice, a city northwest of Lafayette, bills itself as “Louisiana’s Prairie Cajun Capital.” 

The Places of Interest section of the city’s website lists only two: The Cajun Prairie Preservation 

Project and the Acadian Cultural Center, the latter of which promises to “tell the story of our 

region’s French Acadian (Cajun) people” (Eunice, LA: Places of Interest  2016). A keyword 
																																																								
17 2010 Demographic Profile Data: St. Martinville, Louisiana.  
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search of the website’s History section (including Places of Interest, Historical Sites, and People 

of Interest) revealed no mention of the words black or Creole, and only three references to 

“zydeco.” This cultural erasure is all the more egregious considering the prominence of Creole 

and black cultural forms, such as trail-riding, in the area. Indeed, despite the city’s widely held 

“Cajun” label, only 13.8 percent of the population has surnames of original Acadian provenance 

(Conrad 1986, 155). It is little wonder that for one of my Creole- or black-identifying 

interviewees, living in Acadiana causes her to reflect, “The Cajuns actually want you to think 

that you are Cajun” (Respondent #20, July 24, 2014).   

In this ecologically diverse region of prairies, swamps, and marshes live hundreds of 

thousands of Louisianans of diverse racial and ethnic origins, the majority of whom—according 

to the census’ broad categories—are black or white. Across the 22 parishes included in 

Acadiana, nearly 30 percent of residents are black. In some parishes, the black–white proportion 

hovers around fifty percent.18 Although this black–white split does not capture the nuances of 

individual identity, especially for Creoles, Gaudet notes that “[T]he only thing generally agreed 

upon [in defining a Creole] is that it excludes Cajuns” (Gaudet 2001, 162). Many of those I 

interviewed from across the region lend further credence to this racially bifurcated identity: “The 

way people figure is that if you’re Cajun, you’re white, if you’re Creole, you’re black” 

(Respondent #4 June 18, 2014), “[I]n a rural area like this—Cajun, associated with white people. 

Creole, associated with black people” (Respondent #6, June 25, 2014), “It’s black people. That’s 

what Creole is. The whites are considered Cajuns” (Respondent #11, July 9, 2014), and “[A]s 

I’ve seen it, I’ve seen it as blacks being Creoles and whites being Cajuns. I couldn’t call myself a 

Cajun—they’d probably look at me crazy!” (Respondent #19, July 24, 2014). As far back as the 

																																																								
18 Iberville Parish: 49.8 percent, St. James: 50.6 percent, St. John the Baptist: 53.5 percent. All county level data: 
“Profile of General Population and Housing Characteristics: 2010, 2010 Demographic Profile Data. 2010 Census: 
U.S. Census Bureau.” 
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1970s, one of Dormon’s interviewees succinctly echoed this position: “I can’t be Cajun. I’m 

black” (emphasis in original) (Dormon 1996, 173).  

Dormon suggests that, increasingly, the term “Creole” has come to encompass the entire 

black population of south Louisiana (Dormon 1996, 166), making the promotion of a singular 

identity under the label “Cajun,” all the more exclusionary and alienating for non-Cajuns. 

Despite the demographic reality outlined above and the fact that the most agreed-upon element 

of Creole identity—that those who identify as Creole are definitively not Cajun—this entire 

region and its inhabitants have been subsumed under the Acadian/Cajun label. I am interested in 

the repercussions of the promotion of a white Cajun identity for the region’s Creole and black 

populations, who do not see their heritage or culture promoted—and, by extension, valued—or 

see themselves represented in the cultural and heritage landscape of Acadiana. In line with those 

advocating a critical approach to toponymy, I see these erasures in concert with “an 

understanding of place names as ‘social facts’ embedded in intricate cultural interrelations and 

tension-filled conceptions of space” (Berg and Vuolteenaho 2009, 9).  

This chapter responds to Rose-Redwood et al., who call for geographers to broaden the 

horizons of critical place-name studies (Rose-Redwood, Alderman, and Azaryahu 2010, 456). 

My intervention is in part methodological: the authors call explicitly for an expansion of methods 

to include mixed methods of ethnographic and archival research in order to conceptualize 

toponymic places “not only as a ‘text’ but also as resulting from a set of ‘performative’ 

practices” (Rose-Redwood, Alderman, and Azaryahu 2010, 466). This approach, they argue, will 

better capture what role naming geographies have in the space of everyday life. This chapter also 

addresses Alderman’s and Inwood’s lament that more geographers have not analyzed landscapes 

of memory from the perspective of social justice. This work aims to “shed more light on the 
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socially and spatially uneven ways that marginalized histories are presented within the landscape 

and how this affects the meanings attached to those memories and their locations” (Alderman 

and Inwood 2013, 194). To that end, I begin by providing an overview of how geographers and 

other scholars have conceptualized and enhanced the scholarship of place-naming and 

landscapes of memory, focusing especially on the works of Alderman and Inwood on the 

American South. I explore the social and historical contexts within which these representational 

disparities developed in the Acadiana region, using Alderman and Inwood’s metaphor of a 

“memorial arena” to consider how they are racially and socially mediated processes inseparable 

from the power differentials in that society. I use interview responses and other data, including 

tourism statistics, to explore the economic consequences of the promotion of a single Cajun 

identity for the region.  

 

4.2 Place Naming, place promotion, and memory  

“While memory is ostensibly about the past, it is shaped to serve ideological interests in the 
present and carry certain cultural beliefs into the future.” (Alderman and Inwood 2013, 187) 
 

The study of place-naming has a storied past within the United States and has crossed a spectrum 

of disciplines, including but not limited to geography, linguistics, political science, anthropology, 

cartography, and history. The early era of place naming focused on mapping, thus playing a role 

in modernization’s quest to rationalize space: “mapping of toponyms has formed an ancillary 

form of knowledge-production in the service of a wider scientific-geopolitical project of 

knowing the world as accurately as possible as part of the process of controlling its spaces” 

(Berg and Vuolteenaho 2009, 4). Rose-Redwood et al. note the continuation of this rational 

ordering of spaces into the present through geolocational regimes consisting of a complex system 
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of house numbers, postal codes, and street names that “becomes incorporated into the taken-for-

granted infrastructure of daily life” (Rose-Redwood, Alderman, and Azaryahu 2010, 461).  

 In the mid-20th century, George R. Stewart, professor of English at the University of 

California at Berkeley, was crediting with “humanizing” place-name study through an approach 

that explored the motivation behind the naming process and uncovering to what degree place 

names represent folk traditions (Alderman 2008, 197). His human motivation-centred approach, 

in which he sought to elaborate the historical context in which naming took place, set him apart 

from European scholars, who tended to focus on the linguistic origins of names. However, like 

much of the traditional matter on the subject, his approach treated place names as 

“unproblematic indicators of the culture and history of an area, often ignoring the role of conflict 

in naming and remembering” (Kearns and Berg 2002; Alderman 2008, 197). 

 Stewart’s approach dovetailed with the geographic approach to landscape led by Carl 

Sauer, whose paradigms of understanding the cultural landscape through processes of diffusion 

of cultural traits and the classification of the morphology of specific landscapes virtually 

dominated the discipline from the 1930s to the 1970s (Alderman 2008, 198). Sauer, in turn, was 

likely influenced by anthropologist Franz Boas and his disciple Alfred Kroeber to consider place 

names and other geographic terms in terms of their “genetic” origins to identify how past 

cultures left their imprint on a landscape (Berg and Vuolteenaho 2009, 6). Some of the criticisms 

of the traditional approach to studying place names include: a focus on the name alone ignores 

the social relations undergirding the naming process, ideology was not foregrounded or even 

really considered, and naming was not viewed as a strategic or identity-making process (Roberts 

1993; Myers 1996; Withers 2000). Zelinsky famously categorized the vernacular landscapes that 

provided the boundaries for cultural zones, a procedure that Myers deems “uncritical” (Myers 
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1996, 238). For Vuolteenaho and Berg, the traditional approach to studying nomenclature is not 

only dangerously apolitical, but also willfully abstracted from place and historical context, 

leading to a failure to examine the sub-field’s role in supporting a bureaucratic ordering of 

society (Berg and Vuolteenaho 2009, 6).  

 With the general overhauling of cultural geography in the 1990s, during which time 

scholars began to draw on social theory to re-conceptualize landscape in terms of power 

relations, the study of place naming also took a critical turn. Rather than seeking an 

understanding of some stable “past” by peeling back the layers of a historical landscape using 

artifacts or other evidence of environmental modification, geographers began to see landscape in 

terms of its meaning (Alderman and Inwood 2013, 187) as interpreted by a range of different 

people. Contemporary geographers view place names as “symbolic texts” intricately embedded 

in social processes: “Emphasis is place less on the name itself and more on the cultural practice 

of naming, that is, how people seek to control and contest the naming process as they engage in 

wider social, economic, and political struggles” (Alderman 2008, 199). Geographers and other 

social scientists currently approach toponyms with a crucial understanding: that naming is by no 

means neutral (Light 2014). 

 Developers often use naming to invoke idealized historical representations, and for those 

marginalized by these representations of the past such naming can constitute a source of 

symbolic violence. Drawing on Gartman (2002, 257), Alderman describes how actors in 

Bourdieu’s “field,” of social relations compete for symbolic capital, those highly desired 

practices and goods that connote exclusivity and prestige (Alderman 2008, 199). Place naming 

constitutes a form of symbolic capital, since those in power can affirm their status through 

choices of specific names, whereas those of lower social status usually do not have the social 
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rank to challenge the elite’s rendering of the landscape (Bourdieu 1989). Landscapes of memory 

promoted by social elites, as well as the more everyday performances of memory (such as 

rituals) by the average person, can lend legitimacy to certain groups, but they can also constitute 

a vehicle for debate over whose past should be publicly commemorated (Alderman and Inwood 

2013, 189).  

 Importantly, Bourdieu’s work suggests that symbolic capital can be converted into 

economic capital, which is in evidence in heritage landscapes or tourist sites often branded to 

promote a distinctive or desirable heritage (Morgan and Pritchard 1998). After Aplin (2002), 

Alderman notes a “heritage ambience” is especially appealing to developers and investors who 

are more likely to look favourably upon communities or regions that project a strong image. Las 

Vegas, for Alderman, is an iconic example of such branding. He asserts that casinos capitalize on 

the cultural popularity of the American West through imagery that induces “connotations of 

uninhibited adventure and opportunity, complementing the city’s latest promotional mantra of 

‘What Happens in Vegas Stays in Vegas’” (Alderman 2008, 201). Conversely, and more to the 

point for the present chapter, the ongoing usage of “plantation” in the naming of 

neighbourhoods, businesses, heritage attractions, hotels, and countless other sites amounts to 

what Bourdieu (1991) deemed “symbolic violence”: the process by which dominant groups 

impose cultural meanings and categories on marginalized groups. This is often done in such a 

subtle manner that the subordinated group comes to recognize this devaluation as normal 

(Bourdieu and Thompson 1991; Alderman 2008, 202). He notes further, “what creates the power 

of words and slogans, a power capable of maintaining or subverting the social order, is the belief 

in the legitimacy of words and of those who utter them” (1991, 170).  
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 For African Americans, the plantation has especially strong negative associations as the 

landscape of their ancestors’ enslavement. Alderman and others, such as Appleborne (1994), 

draw provocative parallels between the prevalence of black bodies as maids, cleaners, and 

gardeners in present-day resorts with names such as Shipyard Plantation or Hilton Head 

Plantation and the enslavement of their ancestors on actual plantation sites. This relationship is 

especially illustrative for conceptualizing the political and socio-economic ramifications of 

place-naming: “The fact that African-Americans can only afford to work, rather than to live, in 

plantation places illustrates how toponyms, through their ability to sell a distinctive place 

identity, are involved in the reproduction of class and racial inequality” (Alderman 2008, 204).  

 Place naming by marginalized groups is a strategy for “challenging the dominance of 

white-controlled commemoration and asserting the legitimacy of their historical achievements” 

(Alderman 2008, 197). Place naming analyses must go beyond the understanding of the elite 

simply imposing their version of heritage (and associated prestige) on subordinate groups. Place 

names are open to negotiation and different groups compete for their vision of what is worthy of 

being remembered. Myers’ exploration of alternative naming practices among the people native 

to the Ng’ambo section of Zanzibar—in which he explores how the British codified and named 

the landscape to establish their legitimacy as colonial powers—emphasizes that “the social 

construction of place and space consists of a multifarious and ever-changing process of 

positioning oneself and others in the matrix of power relations, and not a spatial fixing of 

identities based solely on domination” (Myers 238). Kearns and Berg (2002) and Yeoh (1996) 

describe how marginalized groups, in the non-U.S. context, have employed alternative 

pronunciations of street names and a competing system of nomenclature distinct from officially-

sanctioned names. 
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4.3 Memorial arenas 

Alderman (writing with both Inwood and Dwyer in 2013 and 2008, respectively) has proposed 

the metaphorical concept of an “arena” to grasp the socially contested and highly dialogic 

process that occurs as groups with varying perspectives, agendas, and social positions jockey for 

the representation of their desired version of the past in the memorial landscape. The arena 

metaphor foregrounds contest and spectacle and demonstrates how “not all parties enjoy equal 

access … inasmuch as some stories are muted and suppressed while others appear front-and-

center” (Dwyer and Alderman 2008, 173; Alderman and Inwood 2013). Here I am reminded also 

of Fraser’s questioning whether it is truly possible for subordinated groups to debate with those 

in a position of power as peers in the public sphere, as this arena is cut through with structural 

relations of dominance (Fraser 1990).  

 In a region like Acadiana, where two major groups both have wounds from past 

injustices—the Cajuns for their economic marginalization and social stigmatization for 

generations after their arrival in southern Louisiana, the Creoles and African Americans for 

centuries of enslavement and racial violence—the situation is complicated by ongoing racism 

that people of colour in the region experience and the historical fact that some Cajuns held 

Creoles and blacks in bondage, benefitting economically from the institution from their early 

days in the colony. Indeed, the existence of trauma can bring an especial level of controversy to 

commemoration (Dwyer and Alderman 2008).  

	 While some scholars emphasize that the overall number of slaves held by 

Acadians/Cajuns was small, this positioning belies the widespread employment of the practice: 

“[I]n the late 1770s and 1780s … surprisingly large numbers of [Acadian] exiles began to 

acquire Black slaves, first as wet-nurses and later as field hands” (Brasseaux 1985, 131). Indeed, 
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by 1810 a majority of Acadians held slaves (Brasseaux 1985, 132), and by the decade preceding 

the Civil War, in Lafayatte Parish Acadians constituted 68 percent of those householders owning 

slaves. Baker’s 1974 analysis challenged the prevailing notion that Cajuns rejected slavery, 

noting the high representation of Acadians in slave patrols in the parish and an “almost obsessive 

concern” with protecting slave owners (Baker 1974).  

 These foregoing facts are downplayed in an article that Brasseaux later penned for the 

Acadian Memorial website, where he asserted that the early Acadians employed in ranching 

faced “the difficulty of managing large herds with only the family labor pool” (Brasseaux 1998-

1999). The impetus behind this revisionist narrative may be revealed in his closing remarks: 

“The Acadian saga of adaptation to lower Louisiana is ultimately one of the world's great 

examples of the triumph of the human spirit. In Louisiana, the Acadian exiles displayed a 

remarkable ability to derive advantage from adversity” (Brasseaux 1998-1999). Certainly this 

narrative of a self-made, singularly resourceful people sits uneasily with the historical fact that 

their earliest ancestors by and large employed slave labour—with unrelenting consequences for 

later generations who grapple with this legacy. 

 It is little wonder that marginalized groups, particularly African Americans, have actively 

resist the ordering of the landscape through both overt and symbolic means. These groups 

employ place naming in order to further their group’s political and representational interests 

(Alderman 2002; Alderman 2008). They have also endeavoured to remove place names that 

memorialize the Confederacy or others bodies who have perpetrated racist violence upon them or 

their ancestors. The other arm of their campaigns has been to commemorate publicly those 

figures who have upheld and furthered their rights, such as icons of the Civil Rights Movement. 

In Alderman’s words, these two interrelated aims 
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reflect an effort to create a heritage place identity that can assist in 
reconstructing the group identity of African-Americans. By 
naming landscapes in ways that talk about the historical 
importance of minorities, African-Americans seek to change the 
ways they are valued in the present. (Alderman 2008, 206) 

 
 The issue of commemoration collided with the politics of race and public memory in 

2002 at Philadelphia’s Independence National Historical Park after a historian/tour guide 

discovered that George Washington had kept slaves in the President’s House. This revelation 

sent shock waves through the community and galvanized supporting and dissenting voices for a 

commemorative installation on-site. Aden’s narrative vividly illustrates how this memory site 

“could not sufficiently contain all that people wanted to remember” (Aden 2014, 10). For 

African-American advocates, the dispute over the President’s House, which is located mere steps 

from the Liberty Bell, “served as a new test of the nation’s willingness to enact its long-stated 

creed of equality and face up to its hypocritical embrace of slavery” (Aden 2014, 7-8). They also 

saw it as an opportunity to humanize their enslaved ancestors and to assert a rightful place for 

slaves’ contributions within the American political and philosophical narrative (Aden 2014, 6). 

Indeed, this conflict vividly illustrates how 

[p]eople’s ability to memorialize the past is limited by competition 
and sometimes conflict with other groups or individuals who might 
have alternative motivations or stories about the past. The struggle 
and negotiation over whose conception of the past will prevail in 
this circumstance constitutes a politics of memory that can 
illuminate larger social conflicts. (Alderman and Inwood 2013, 
193)  

 

 

4.4 The creation of a Cajun identity  

At the end of the eighteenth century, the term “Creole” came into popular usage thanks to the 

arrival of refugees from Saint-Domingue. Although the term acquired a cultural component after 
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the 1803 Louisiana Purchase, to differentiate between Louisianans and the American 

newcomers, in the entire preceding period “the Creoles were descendants from the colonists who 

came directly from France and Spain…and of the Creoles from the West Indies. …[t]hus any 

native of Louisiana was a Creole” (Trepanier 1991, 163); this included people of African origin 

so long as they were born in Louisiana (Gaudet 2001), and later came to be associated with those 

of mixed-race, as we will see below. Note that neither the earlier definition, native-born, nor the 

later one, culture-specific, required “purity” of ancestry; however, as the American period 

progressed, white Creoles began to exclude the Creoles of colour from their group due to the 

implication of racially-undifferentiated origins for those identifying as “Creole” (Trepanier 1991, 

164). Northerners sought to enact a new racial order on the troublingly racially indistinct society 

(Waddell 1983).  

 It is well established that the term “Cajun” was a “fighting word” during the post-bellum 

period, used by both blacks and whites to denote someone of low social status or who was poorly 

educated (Trepanier 1991; Sexton 1999) and, “until the 1970s, it was not wise to call somebody a 

Cajun to his or her face” (Trepanier 1991, 164). Given the derogatory connotations of the term, 

Trepanier and others have reasonably questioned why it has come to enjoy such popularity and 

wide self-ascription. Waddell suggests that in the post-Civil War period with the influx of vast 

numbers of English-speaking Americans, whites had to assume the identity of Cajuns: “even if 

the term carried a stigma in its suggestion of backward rusticity, at least it implied a certain 

‘purity of race’” (Waddell 1983, 234). These forced terminological changes undermined the 

tenuous French ethnic solidarity of the region. Sexton explains that “Cajunization … included 

subsuming other white Louisiana French under the ethnic label, Cajun-French, and a neglect of 
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the Afro-French and their contributions to the evolution of Louisiana French culture” (Sexton 

1999, 297). 

 The creation of the Council for the Development of French in Louisiana (CODOFIL) in 

1968 had helped to promote an “institutionalized, regional approach to cultural revival” (Sexton 

1999, 303). The state legislature, who created CODOFIL, saw an opportunity develop the French 

language in the state and promoted the usage of French generally, and implementation of 

standard French instruction at the primary school level was viewed as the primary vehicle to 

achieve their language preservation goals. Legislature passed a series of laws that were designed 

to preserve and promote the French language: “French instruction was to become mandatory in 

the school system, qualified teachers of French were to be trained in Louisiana, French-language 

television was to be provided, and an international network of francophone relations was to be 

established” (Waddell 1983, 237). The exact geographical area that CODOFIL sought to 

promote was uncertain. The 1968 legislation originally referred to the entire state in terms of 

bilingualism and teaching of French; however, in 1971 the Louisiana state legislature gave non-

legally binding recognition to the “cultural region” of Acadiana that comprised 22 parishes 

(Trepanier 1991, 164). Interestingly, although Cajun culture was of great value to grassroots 

revivalists at the time, the promotion of Cajun identity and heritage did not figure prominently in 

CODOFIL’s nascence. The French Movement’s original leaders were drawn from the regional 

elite (businessmen, politicians) and teaching of French was emphasized in terms of business and 

investment aims (enhancing the number of bilingual citizens for careers in transnational firms 

and attracting investors to the region) and in terms of international tourism (Waddell 1983). With 

the rise of pro-Cajun leadership among CODOFIL’s ranks in the 1990s (Sexton 1999), however, 

Cajun-ness came to be seen as the true historic and cultural identity of the region. 
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 In one of the few analyses of its kind, Trepanier identifies Louisiana’s four major French 

subcultures: white Creoles, black Creoles, French-speaking Native peoples, and the descendants 

of the Acadians (Trepanier 1991). He and his team conducted over 200 interviews in the region 

now called “Cajun Country.” He argues that CODOFIL had nearly “no popular base,” not in the 

least because of the vast geographic and ethnic diversity of the region’s inhabitants (Trepanier 

1991, 162); he notes that “only occasionally” was more than one of these sub-groups found in 

the same region. It was for this great diversity that CODOFIL floundered in promoting a 

statewide ethnic French consciousness. CODOFIL had to actively mold a cohesive identity for 

the region. Put another way, it didn’t popularize an already-present identity; it created it. 

 Although CODOFIL provided the “official character” of the French Movement in 

Southern Louisiana, there were a dozen or more organizations that sprang up to endorse or 

exploit Frenchness in the region. The official heritage sanctioned by these organizations was 

Acadian and, by extension, European. Waddell points to the definition of Cajun identity 

identified in the photographic collection Nous sommes acadiens/We Are Acadians that heralds 

the resourcefulness and resiliency of a “unique” people and notes that “Such a definition of 

Cajun identity… serves effectively to exclude a very significant proportion of the French-

speaking population, notably nonwhites and those whose geographical origins lie elsewhere than 

in Acadia” (1983, 239). Scholarly writing has reinforced this trend, focusing only on the Acadian 

aspect of the region’s history and culture, which in turn circulates and reinforces this single 

source of French identity at the local level.19 As Trepanier notes, in spite of the fact the Creole 

																																																								
19 One of the mis-interpretations of the local cultural landscape that I encountered is the tendency of some scholars, 
past and present, to refer to Creoles as “black Cajuns.” While I do not doubt that occasionally individuals may 
identify in such a manner (after all, racial and cultural identity is a highly individualized process), in general, “black 
French-speakers clearly recognize the boundary distinctions separating them from Cajuns, and do not normally 
claim the	status of ‘black Cajuns,’ some scholarly opinion to the contrary notwithstanding. ‘Creole’ is the term of 
virtually unanimous choice in designating their own ethnic status” (Dormon 1983, 78).	
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label had historically had a positive association for both black and white residents, “It is under 

the Cajun label that CODOFIL proceeded to unify the region. This choice can only be interpreted 

as a desire for the French Louisiana elite to assure for the region a ‘white’ identity” (Trepanier 

1991, 164). 

 In order to gain popular support for what had previously been a uniformly pejorative 

term, Trepanier argues that “beautification” of the word Cajun had to occur. The political 

campaign of charismatic Edwin Edwards achieved a great deal of the reconfiguring of the label; 

he “legitimated” the term and promoted it widely during his multiple terms as state governor. 

Further, he expanded the term to include “not only those of Acadian descent, but rather to 

everyone having a French culture or French heritage in Louisiana” (Trepanier 1991, 164). How 

quickly did this change take hold? Trepanier provides two sets of data, the first from 1977-79 

and the second from 1981. In the 1981 interview data, gone were the hesitations in defining a 

Cajun, as were derogatory definitions. Genealogical definitions (which stressed origins) 

constituted 79 percent of those responses to the “What is a Cajun?” in 1981, whereas only 37 

percent of those interviewed in 1978 stressed the importance of genealogy. For those earlier 

respondents, way of life or way of being was of greater importance in establishing who was a 

Cajun (Trepanier 1991, 166). By 1981, it sounded like “everybody had learned the same lesson” 

(Trepanier 1991, 167), despite dissenters who questioned the changes in labelling. One indicated 

that “We were called Creoles before this Cajun business” (Trepanier 1991, 167), emphasizing 

Trepanier’s assertion that a Cajun would have previously been flattered to be referred to as a 

Creole as it denoted sophistication and a higher social standing. In the final analysis of these two 

data sets, Trepanier suggests that two “types” of Cajuns have come to be accepted: a “pure” 

Cajun of true Acadian descent and a “new” Cajun, who was a white person native to French 
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Louisiana (Trepanier 1991, 167). This latter definition helps to explain the bifurcation of south 

Louisiana into largely Cajuns (whites) and Creoles (blacks) that was in evidence during my 

interviews.  

 Trepanier’s analysis indicates that through the 1970s the French Louisiana territory came 

to fit the new “Cajun” definition, with its original distinctions and nuances set aside. He draws 

on the 1939 work of Meigs, who mapped the boundaries of the different French subcultures of 

the region using distribution of Creole and Acadian surnames. Even though, originally, “Cajun 

Country” was associated with the southwestern part of French Louisiana, another popular idea 

that “Cajun people are bayou people” rose to the fore. This idea persists, despite Meigs’ study 

that systematically mapped the extent of French subcultures in Louisiana and showed that the 

Atchafalaya Basin (viewed as the traditional barrier between Acadians and “other” French, 

especially those living between Baton Rouge and New Orleans) did not serve as an accurate 

dividing line, nor did Acadians dominate the bayou country. Trepanier acknowledges that this 

method is far from perfect, but does provide instructive results; looking at the maps he produced, 

I note that much of my study area—certainly all of St. Landry Parish, and much of Lafayette and 

Evangeline parishes—is most definitively dominated by Creole, not Acadian/Cajun, surnames 

(Trepanier 1991, 169).  

 In a little-cited study from 1986, Conrad, then-director of the Center for Louisiana 

Studies at the University of Southwestern Louisiana (now ULL), endeavoured to categorize and 

map the extent to which the label “Acadiana” actually reflected the origins of the population it 

purported to include. He devised the study because, owing to the burgeoning popularity of the 

term “Cajun,” 

the implication is always present that the majority of South 
Louisianans, and certainly the vast majority of South Louisianans 
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living in the region popularly called Acadiana, are people of 
Acadian descent. It is largely because of this widely held 
misconception that Acadians, or Cajuns, abound in Acadiana that I 
undertook this project to determine just how Acadian is Acadiana. 
(Conrad 1986, 149).  

 
His definition of Acadiana included a smaller number of parishes than the label currently 

designates and focused on those parishes he believed to be most commonly associated with the 

label. Using telephone directories, Conrad enumerated all of the subscribers in each district 

bearing an Acadian surname (using mainly census and church records, he was able to 

differentiate between these surnames and French names of other origins). His statistics revealed 

that, despite a great amount of intra-regional variation, on the whole 24.3 percent of those 

residing in Acadiana are actually Acadian, as indicated by original Acadian surnames. Most 

surprisingly and instructive for my research was his finding that Opelousas and Eunice had 

amongst the lowest percentages of Acadian surnames, at 14.2 percent and 13.8 percent 

respectively (Conrad 1986, 153).  

 It is worth emphasizing that, to my knowledge, Meigs’ work (and Trepanier’s subsequent 

revisiting of it) and Conrad’s telephone directory study are the few analyses of their kind. Most 

scholars have treated the acceptance and subsequent cultural primacy of “Cajunness” as 

unproblematic, as well as taken for granted that those of Acadian descent dominated French 

Louisiana. Perhaps lacking an intimacy with the region that can only be achieved through longer-

term immersive study, scholars have fallen prey to the phenomenon that “The farther one stands 

from the reality and intimacy of community living, the easier it is to see French Louisiana as a 

cultural monolith” (Trepanier 1991, 169). 

 One particularly vocal dissenting voice has been La Fleur, a scholar and Creole of 

European and Native American background whose Creole ancestors came from Mobile, 
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Alabama to what is now Louisiana in the nascent days of the colony. Over the course of his life 

he has witnessed relatives, friends, and family members grow to deny their Creole heritage and 

accept the Cajun label, the low numbers of Acadian surnames in his region notwithstanding. For 

him, the Cajunization process proceeded so rapidly and with such little resistance due to the 

racially polarizing climate of the 1960s, the period in which CODOFIL was born. Reliance on an 

Acadian/Canadian culture as the source of Louisiana’s Frenchness was a safer choice, and 

contributed to the creation of “mythic cultural and linguistic heritage” for south Louisiana 

(LaFleur II and Costello 2012). He and Costello further note that 

[w]hile this “Cajun” rationalization for a “regional cultural 
identity” may accommodate face-saving and help perpetuate 
Louisiana’s socio-economic status quo, it fails to satisfy 
intellectual, educational, cultural, and logical historical reality. 
(LaFleur II and Costello 2012, 53) 

 

 

4.5 Locating Creole history and identity: “It feels bad to be alienated” 

Resentment about the cultural erasure of Creoles resulted in the formation of an “Un Cajun 

Committee” in 1982, conceived to “counter the colonization of black Creole cultural expressions 

and identities and to highlight the difference between Cajuns and others in Southwest Louisiana” 

(Mattern 1997, 166). Activists from the Creole community, buoyed by the support of Creole 

businesspeople and politicians whose social status had risen as a result of the Civil Rights 

Movement, attempted to create a culture renaissance similar to the Cajun revival. Sexton 

describes their interrelated goals: to preserve their culture, to gain a share of the burgeoning 

tourist industry, and to earn acknowledgement for their group’s contributions to Louisiana’s 

cultural mosaic. The inauguration of the Southwest Louisiana Zydeco Festival in 1983, 

supported in part by an African-American farming co-op, constituted a “major step” for the 
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Creole-directed revival, and the organization C.R.E.O.L.E. Inc. (Cultural Resources Educational 

Opportunities toward Linguistic Enrichment) was created in the mid-1980s to promote, in the 

words of one of its founders, “an identity that has long been forgotten or set aside” (Respondent 

#15, July 16, 2014) (Sexton 1999, 306-307). C.R.E.O.L.E. Inc. was especially prominent in the 

initial years of Festivale Internationale held in Lafayette, at which time members of the 

organization hosted visitors from Creole societies worldwide.  

More recently, a Lafayette radio personality commented that many local non-Cajuns felt 

snubbed by the 1984 naming of the University of Louisiana (ULL) Ragin’ Cajuns sports center 

“Cajun Field” and the civic center the “Cajundome.” As a result, some black Mardi Gras parade 

participants refused to walk the final leg of the parade route since it includes the sports complex. 

Frustrated with constantly having to contend with the public image of the Cajuns, she stated ''I 

don't see a building in this city named after any Hispanic or black,'' she said. ''It's not right; it's 

like you don't exist” (Kemp 2000). Reporter Foote describes how public events and landmarks 

bearing the descriptors “Cajun,” or “Acadiana,” are regarded in the black community as not only 

offensive but inaccurate as they do not capture the true character of the region. The co-founder of 

the Un Cajun Committee, Adofo Harmon, who Foote interviewed described the effects of this 

erasure in no uncertain terms: “What it is is cultural piracy where Acadians and Cajuns take what 

is theirs and steal the rest. … It’s a very friendly kind of genocide. It’s only friendly in the sense 

that it sneaks up on you” (Foote 1997). Bourdieu, drawing on Weber, eloquently expresses the 

form and consequences of this type of insidious devaluation:  

It is as structured and structuring instruments of communication 
and knowledge that “symbolic systems” fulfil their political 
function, as instruments which help to ensure that one class 
dominates another (symbolic violence) by bringing their own 
distinctive power to bear on the relations of power which underlie 
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them and thus by contributing … to the “domestication of the 
dominated.” (Bourdieu and Thompson 1991) 

 
The controversy even caught the attention of the leader of the Nation of Islam, Louis 

Farrakhan, who considered coming to speak at the Cajundome in 1997. Local leaders noted a 

wave of support from the black community, and the Un Cajun Committee coordinators outlined 

how the Cajundome was an appropriate target for their frustration and “indignity” as it has 

become a large economic draw for the area, one that their tax dollars inadvertently support. 

Alderman and Inwood draw attention to the motivations underscoring the protestors’ claims: 

“[H]aving a place in a nation’s past is often essential to being heard and taken seriously and 

asserting that one belongs. It’s little surprise, then, that the challenging and changing of 

commemorative landscapes have become strategies used by historically marginalized groups to 

reconstruct their public importance and articulate an alternative social future” (Alderman and 

Inwood 2013, 187).  

Creole Magazine, published in the city of Lafayette from 1990–1997 and committed to 

the promotion of Creole culture and identity, became a hotbed for debates about the promotion of 

Cajun and Creole heritage. Columnist Chretien noted that in the aftermath of Hurricane Andrew, 

when a local paper ran a story praising the Cajun people for their resourcefulness, self-reliance, 

and bravery, African Americans and other groups native to the region were not mentioned. He 

opined that 

I understand that the promotion of the Cajun culture has some 
economic impact on the tourist industry of Acadiana. However, 
when the use of such a term (Acadiana) is perceived by a culture to 
be offensive, then the sensitivity of the dominant culture should 
kick in: to promote good will between the races, and at a minimum, 
the “Creole” culture should also be promoted. (Chretien 1992, no 
page number) 
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Some activists took a more forceful stance: in the magazine’s following issue, Takuna Maulana 

El Shabazz, the co-founder of the Un Cajun Committee, asserted that the absorption of all ethnic 

groups and diverse heritages present in the region under the Cajun/Acadiana label constituted a 

form of colonization egregiously supported by the tax dollars of Southwest Louisiana. He called 

upon the readers to embrace the African-American component of their identity: “I know the 

tricks which white people always use on us. Black leaders, white folks are aware that most of 

you act of fear of them and you are lacking in the knowledge of your black selves” (El Shabazz 

December 1992, 43). 

The New York Times noted, as a sign of progress in promoting a diversity of heritages in 

the region, that in 1997 the tourism centre on the outskirts of Lafayette had added a “Creole 

Country,” label sign to the entrance arch that had once proclaimed the region “Cajun Country.” 

For many of those who identify as Creole and/or black in a region whose population in some 

parts is one-third Cajun, one-third Creole, and one-third black, according to the article, this was 

not enough. “It’s tokenism,” alleged Harmon. C.R.E.O.L.E. Inc., known to take a softer stance, 

suggested that the addition of the “Creole Country” label was a step in the right direction, but 

president Melvin Ceasar sought broader changes and recognition: “What we seek is equal billing 

for our contributions to the way live is lived here. … Give us credit, too. We all contributed” 

(Ayres Jr. 1997).  

Getting their due for their cultural contributions is not only a matter of fairness but has 

profound financial implications for a region highly dependent on tourism dollars. In 1990, 

reeling from the previous decade’s oil industry collapse, Louisiana doubled its tourism budget 

and promoted “Cajun Country” in marketing campaigns in both France and French Canada 

(Sexton 1999). By 1997, according to the Lafayette Convention and Visitors Commission, tour 
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buses visiting the region increased to as many as ten per day from one per month (Ayres Jr. 

1997). By 2014, tourism and hospitality was Louisiana’s fastest-growing job sector and the 

state’s recent economic woes had been buoyed by a record-breaking year for tourism revenue; 

visitors spent a total of $11.2 billion and the return on investment of state funding was higher 

than 38-to-1 (Louisiana sets tourism record in 2014, report says: 28.7 million visitors, $836 

million in state tax revenue  2015). 

A handful of interviewees, particularly those involved in commercial endeavours, took 

note of the consequences of state-supported promotion of a uniform identity for the region, both 

in financial and representational terms. A young Creole advocate described how “… one of our 

biggest industries is tourism. And so it makes me angry that when people come here they are not 

getting the true story. It makes me angry when we go out to the world, that they don’t get the real 

story. … And it makes me angry, again, from the business side of it, but it also makes me angry 

from a historical side” (Respondent #5, June 30, 2014). These advocates are quick to point out 

that Cajun culture is well-deserving of the recognition and accolades it has been given, but that 

Creoles have not been able to sufficiently benefit from promoting their unique lifeways:   

#2: And we certainly want to make the point that that’s not to take 
anything away from the promotion of Cajun culture. That’s 
wonderful, it’s certainly a unique culture in itself, but we don’t 
think that’s it’s a net loss, that it’s a zero–sum equation, where they 
have to lose in order for us to win.  
 
#3: It ought to be a win–win situation.  
 
#2: It ought to be a win–win situation.  
 
#3: One ought to complement the other.  
 
#2: But having said all that, and giving due “props” to the Cajun 
culture, when people come to South Louisiana, if they’re looking 
for music, chances are they are looking for zydeco music. … You 
know, when our bands go to New York, what happens is the Cajun 
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bands wind up playing zydeco music, and we claim a lot of the 
dishes that are called Cajun dishes, we claim those dishes. And if 
you look at the African influence in gumbo—the very word 
“gumbo.” … [W]e just want our fair share. … those two 
promotions ought to go hand in hand. And we think it would be 
beneficial to everybody! As #3 said, it would be a win-win 
situation if everybody’s culture was acknowledged and you could 
tell people, “Look, come and see what you’ll find.” It’s like going 
to a different country! (Respondents #2 and #3, July 6, 2014) 

 
 One prominent Creole from the Lafayette area does not mince words when describing 

what he views at the motivation for the promotion of a singularly Cajun identity for the region: 

“When you have—now, I don’t want to sound political—but when you have a dominant group 

of people who wants to remain in power, they will do anything to make sure that their story is 

heard. Whatever means possible” (Respondent #15, July 16, 2014). Dwyer and Alderman have 

rightly noted that the legitimation of a particular social class or ruling order depends greatly on 

the endorsement and transmission of a commonly accepted history: “historical representation is 

not only a product of social power but also a tool or resource for achieving it” (Dwyer and 

Alderman 2008, 171).  

 The usage of the moniker “Cajun” is pronounced in the cultural arena of the region, 

evidenced by a dizzying array of businesses, restaurants, festivals, streets, and memorial sites 

proclaiming themselves to be “Cajun,” or “Acadian” (or calling upon other elements of 

Acadian/Cajun history). One scholar commented that “One can even go fishing in a Cajun-brand 

boat, with Cajun-brand ice in the ice chest and Cajun-brand crickets for bait” (Ancelet 1997). He 

noted that in 1996 there were 50 businesses with the name Cajun in the area, up from only eight 

in 1976 (Ancelet 1997). The predominance of the Acadian/Cajun identity in the daily life and 

ordering of the Acadiana region calls to mind Alderman’s insight, using the case of 

commemorative street names, that such naming “participates in the naturalization or 
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legitimization of a selective vision of the past,” literally inscribing commemoration on the 

landscape (Alderman 2002, 101). 

In 2005, a high school civics teacher wrote to Lafayette’s Daily Advertiser, admitting that 

he was struggling to explain city council’s recent actions to an inquisitive student. The council 

had recently voted, in a judgment that was completely split along racial lines, not to rename 

Willow Street, a prominent thoroughfare that passes through the majority-black part of town, 

Martin Luther King Jr. Drive (the present Martin Luther King Jr. Drive is a minor street located 

in a predominately white area of the city). City council’s refusal held in spite of the fact that a 

prominent member of the African-American community had surveyed residents of both affected 

streets, resulting in a petition supporting the motion. Schoolteacher Didier wondered why, 

stating: 

The African-American community … is not asking for reparations, 
like we gave the Japanese-Americans wronged in WWII. They’re 
not asking for a tax-exempt status or casinos, like the Native 
Americans wronged in colonial and western days. They’re simply 
asking that a prominent street on our side of town be named after a 
man who everyone (black, white, red, or yellow) should honor for 
his sacrifice in the cause of civil rights in America. (Didier 2005)  

 
Alderman’s research echoes Lafayette’s black residents’ desire for a more prominent placement 

of Martin Luther King Jr. Drive within their city; for some African-Americans, merely naming 

a street for King proved to be unsatisfactory if the road chosen did not “have a sufficiently 

prominent image and status” (Alderman 2008, 207).  

 The following year, controversy erupted at a Commission for Diversity and Economic 

Development roundtable held in Lafayette. The topic of the evening was “what signs residents 

needed to see to be convinced the community is making real progress in race relations” (Taylor 

2006). Black attendees reiterated that they did not feel represented in the area since public 
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landmarks more often than not bear the “Cajun” marker. Jahmilah Sekhmet noted that names 

and symbols such as “Boys and Girls Club of Acadiana” subject black boys and girls to “overt 

oppression.” White residents and commission members argued that concentrating on name 

changes were “trivial” and suggested that they focus on what they considered more substantive 

issues of social justice for community members such as equal educational opportunities. Joe 

Dennis, a black activist, retorted that if his community cannot win something as simple as a 

name change, how could they possibly tackle larger issues? He added that “It’s a non-issue to 

the majority, but it’s a serious issue to those who never had anything, who never had a victory” 

(Taylor 2006).  

It is worth emphasizing that members of the black community in southern Louisiana 

contend with significant challenges that extend beyond a lack of representation in the public 

arena. Alderman and Inwood have noted that the ramifications of commemoration are not limited 

to the symbolic realm. They assert that the lack of representation of African Americans within 

the American collective memory both mirrors and justifies broader patterns of inequality for 

black citizens: “commemoration … is a material practice that takes place within, and contributes 

to, larger geographies of socioeconomic opportunity and disparity” (Alderman and Inwood 2013, 

194). Most recently, they analyze legislators’ removal of the Confederate battle flag from South 

Carolina’s state capitol grounds in the wake of Dylann Roof’s murder of nine African Americans 

at a historically black church in Charleston, apparently motivated by longstanding white 

supremacist views. Their work is a call to galvanize the racial reconciliation process beyond the 

removal of overtly racist symbols, which they argue have been treated not as emblematic of a 

societal system replete with historic and present-day racial inequalities, but as a deviation from 

the norm. In this manner, the offending flag or monument is considered the problem, which 



	 100 

downplays the ongoing racism and racialized violence that people of colour experience (Inwood 

and Alderman 2016). With importance for the case study at hand, Inwood and Alderman further 

note that calls to remove offensive or insensitive symbols “should not be mistaken for a solution 

to structural inequality” (Inwood and Alderman 2016, 10); in the same manner, Creole and black 

activists’ demands for recognition in the public sphere are partly symbolic but fundamentally 

implicated in a social order within which (to quote the black activist above) they “never had a 

victory.”  

Bankston III and Henry’s 1998 analysis of groups experiencing combined minority 

statuses foregrounded the Creoles, and interrogated how racial identity (black/African American) 

and ethnic identity (French-speaking) might affect life chances through a pathway that 

sociologists refer to as “multiple jeopardy.” Their study revealed that these identities do, in fact, 

create disadvantage. Large income differences are in evidence between those at the top of the 

hierarchy—English-speaking whites—and those at the bottom of the economic hierarchy, black 

French speakers (Bankston III and Henry 1998, 264-265). Whites, who do not have an ascribed 

racial identity, may be more affected by having an accent; whereas being black is a status that 

has “a powerful negative impact on economic opportunity; any additional minority status is 

secondary to this primary status and draws little additional discriminatory treatment”(Bankston 

III and Henry 1998, 268). 

Opelousas, considered the “Zydeco Capital of the World” and one of the richest areas of 

Creole culture, has staggeringly high poverty and unemployment rates: 76.7 percent of residents 

are African American20 and 48.5 percent of African Americans live under the poverty line.21 The 

unemployment rate for black citizens is nearly double that of whites (12.1 percent compared to 

																																																								
20 ACS Demographic and Housing Estimates: 2010−2014 American Community Survey.  
21 Poverty Status in the Past Twelve Months: Opelousas City, Louisiana. 2010-2014 American Community Survey. 
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6.2 percent).22 In Acadiana at large, the United States Department of Agriculture data reveal that 

eleven of the twenty-two parishes qualify as “black high poverty parishes.”23 What is more, an 

analysis by the Housing Assistance Council characterizes the Lower Mississippi Delta region, of 

which fourteen parishes in Acadiana are a part, as being home to “some of the most pressing 

social, economic, and community development needs in the country” (Taking stock: Rural 

people, poverty and housing in the 21st century  2012, 87). It is little wonder that people of 

colour across the region desire a share of the economic prosperity that they believe Creole-

oriented tourism could achieve. When asked about the consequences of the unequal promotion of 

Cajun and Creole culture, one informant neatly opined, “Opportunities. Sponsorship. 

Knowledge. It limits those things” (Respondent #1, 3 July 3, 2014). 

It is this type of cultural erasure and obfuscation of history that prompted the creation of 

Promiseland Redevelopment Project, which aims to develop eco-tourism in the region based on 

locating and honouring slave burial sites. In so doing, the project’s coordinators hope to not only 

bring knowledge and economic improvement to the descendants of enslaved peoples—

“Everybody has made a living off of it, though they have not told the story that would interest 

the victims”—but to initiate a healing process for the descendants of both the slavers and 

enslaved today (Respondent #26, July 28, 2014).  

Creoles’ and blacks’ reflections on their experiences of prejudice helps to shed light on 

the structural racism that results from and contributes to their devaluation in the cultural and 

historical landscape. In 2007, a class of black high school students arrived at the bus that they 

																																																								
22 “Employment Status: Opelousas City,” 2010−2014 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates.	
23 In fact, almost all of Louisiana’s nonmetro parishes qualify as black high poverty parishes (32/35). Black high 
poverty parishes: Acadia, Assumption, Avoyelles, Evangeline, Iberia, Iberville, Jefferson Davis, Pointe Coupee, St. 
Landry, St. Mary, Vermilion (Louisiana's Rural Poverty  [undated- 2000s]). The USDA defines black high poverty 
parishes as those where 1) over half of the poor population in this parish (county) is from this minority group, or 2) 
over half of the population in this area in non-Hispanic white, but the high poverty rate of the minority group pushes 
the overall rate over the 20 percent threshold (Beale 2015).  
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had shared with students from a majority-white school to find that the notebooks they had left on 

the bus were in disarray and had been vandalized with slurs such as “monkey,” “go back to 

Africa,” “get off of welfare,” and the “N-word” (Jackson 2007). One person I interviewed, an 

elder who vividly and painfully remembers the days of segregation, during which period he 

could only attain a sixth-grade education because his small town did not have a “black high 

school,” noted during our conversation that “Still today, there’s a lot of prejudice. … Yeah, we 

(have) a black President … a half-black President. But we still got a long ways to go” (“Big G,” 

June 23, 2014). Dormon’s analysis of the racial boundaries present during that time period is 

illuminating:  

Despite the relative lack of acutely abrasive race relations between 
Cajuns and blacks (including black “Creoles”), white interviewees 
unanimously describe their attitude toward blacks as tolerant, even 
easy-going, so long as the latter “kept their place” and deferred to 
the socially (and “racially”) superior white Cajun, even a Cajun of 
the least exalted social status among whites. (Dormon 1983, 78) 
(emphasis in original) 

 
Another interviewee, who shared that he was subjected to racial slurs during his childhood and 

adolescence growing up in Eunice in the 1970s, explained that “As time goes by, it’s getting 

better, but Louisiana [and the rest of the South], relative to the rest of the country, (has) … a 

disheartening level of racial tensions that still exists” (Respondent #6, June 25, 2014).  

For many with whom I spoke, sentiments about Cajun cultural primacy, for many 

epitomized by ULL’s branding as “Cajun,” still run high:  

It bothers us. It bothers us. It, um, it feels bad to be alienated. And I 
don’t root for (ULL). I never have. My family does not. … It’s a 
disconnect with the black community in South Louisiana. That’s a 
huge disconnect. Don’t call me a Cajun! And, it’s not to take 
anything away from them, but I just don’t want to be that, you 
know what I mean? (Respondent #5, June 30, 2014, emphasis 
added) 
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The denigration of one’s identity through this cultural erasure has left a deep wound for some 

Creoles. As one middle-aged respondent who identifies as Creole or black describes, “I heard 

about Cajun [culture] since I was an elementary school child. … [it was] what I would learn 

culture to mean. I didn’t learn about Creole as part of the culture until I was a teenager” 

(Respondent #6, June 25, 2014). He links the disparity in recognizing the multiple authors of the 

area’s culture in part to racism:  

Cutting out … what they would have seen as black history—the 
black component out of it—and everything’s Cajun. “Everything’s 
Cajun!” Everything is not Cajun. … You know, [it’s] another 
instance of exclusivity here in a state that has so much to offer, but 
it seems like everything continues to be divided along racial lines. 
(Respondent #6, June 25, 2014) 
 

 One scholar, a professor of anthropology at ULL, points the finger at racist beliefs when 

asked why Creole and black horsemen and women have not been given recognition for managing 

thousands of cattle in Louisiana’s southwest and leading cattle drives to New Orleans—all 

before the arrival of the Acadians, who are usually credited with creating the cattle-ranching 

ecology, especially of the prairie region (Cross 2016). Indeed, these Creole and black cowboys 

may have been the first in the United States (Cross 2016). One of the founding members of 

C.R.E.O.L.E. Inc. has tried, philosophically, to make sense of the racism that he has experienced:  

It is control. I am attuned to it … I try to make myself understand 
that if I had the power over you it would be extremely difficult for 
me to give up that power, not realizing the harm I am doing to you 
mentally and physically is wrong. … but it becomes a hatred. And 
it’s ingrained and inbred in a lot of generations—generation to 
generation and passed on. How and why do they hate me? I ask the 
question, “Why do you hate me? Why do you dislike me? Have I 
done anything to you?” (Respondent #15, July 16, 2014) 

 
Herb Wiltz, a retired educator who formerly wrote a monthly column featuring Creole 

language lessons for Creole Magazine, stated that the local emphasis on Cajun culture has 
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resulted in a net loss for the Creole community. Bringing a perspective of historical inequality to 

bear on the issue, he asserts that  

A lot of our way of cooking has been stolen from us. We lost that 
because we’ve not been able to state that we are responsible for the 
type of cooking. It’s evident when we were in homes, taking care 
of white folks doing the cooking and cleaning. There’s a lot that we 
presented to them, as a result we lost it or gave it away without 
actually saying this is who we are. (Fuselier 2015) 

 
One interviewee, a musician who hails from Houston with deep family roots in Southwestern 

Louisiana, echoes this perspective: “Most of the food is predominately Creole, but you’ll never 

hear anybody say that. And, if you go back, slavery times, who was doing the cooking?” 

(Respondent #33, August 5, 2014). Dormon’s analysis suggests multiple origins of foods 

considered today as “Cajun” delicacies:  

[A]lthough file gumbo is noted in the sources as a popular Cajun 
food as early as 1803, the dish assuredly did not come to Louisiana 
with the Acadian immigrants as part of their cultural baggage: It 
was the result of the availability of its contents combined with 
cooking and seasoning practices borrowed from Native Americans, 
Afro-Caribbean blacks, and Spanish Creoles. The same could be 
said of jambalaya and crawfish pie. (Dormon 1983, 37) 

 
 Respondents emphasized how many of their ages-old distinctive foods have been 

packaged and marketed to the broader world as Cajun, even though the dishes’ origins may have 

been from a melange of Cajun and Creole sources or entirely Creole (with African-influenced 

components often emphasized by interviewees). LaFleur and Costello point out that while 

subjectively it is true that if the cook identifies as Cajun, the food is “Cajun”—likewise for 

Creoles—in the strictest sense “Creole is the mother of ‘Cajun’ cuisine. … Acadians did not 

create our food culture; they inherited it” (LaFleur II and Costello 2012, 31). One well-known 

Creole advocate explained how “to a certain extent, that’s a usurpation. To a certain extent it is. 
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When you take the gumbo, and you just claim it as your own, that’s usurpation, you know?” 

(Respondent #2, July 6, 2014). His nephew explained how  

[I]n their success [Cajuns] have taken—to be nice, they’ve 
“borrowed” or taken—they have taken a lot of things that are not 
theirs, and so it does bother me when you’re watching TV and 
they’re talking about this Cajun gumbo and this Cajun this and 
Cajun that and I’m just sitting there like, OK. I get it. But it’s 
inaccurate. (Respondent #5, June 30, 2014) 
 

 One of the founders of C.R.E.O.L.E. Inc. comes out the most strongly on the issue of the 

devaluation of his people’s heritage: “The culture of a group of people have been denied its 

existence. The only way that a culture will be recognized is for financial gain. … It is not for the 

purpose of enhancing the community, or the state, or the United States. That’s my belief and 

that’s my observation, and I think many people who are honest about it” (Respondent #15, July 

16, 2014). In the musical realm, Le Menestrel notes that Creole zydeco musicians are “tired of 

living in the shadow of Cajun cultural dominance.” Famed zydeco performer Buckwheat Zydeco 

even forbade his festival producers from using “Cajun” in any promotional materials (Le 

Menestrel 2007, p 93). Popular writer and cultural insider Herman Fuselier penned an 

impassioned article expressing his frustration that the media often portrays zydeco music as a 

subset of Cajun music:  

If we can say the words "black Creole" and the world doesn't 
explode, why are my brethren in the media afraid to do the same? I 
bring this up because over the last week or so, I've come across 
media accounts, local and national, on Zydeco. Nearly all describe 
Zydeco as "Cajun music." To do so is to disrespect the black 
Creole people of southwest Louisiana who invented it, as well as 
Cajuns, who have worked hard to preserve French music (Fuselier 
Undated [early 2000s?])  

 
He wryly notes that the one reporter who offered the correct description of zydeco music hails 

from the United Kingdom. 
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 Sexton has pointed out that, with few exceptions, “public displays of Creole culture have 

been acceptable only when they are incorporated as a minority into white-controlled events” 

(Sexton 1999, 307). Likewise, Mattern notes that many of the Creole musical expressions have 

been subsumed into the category of “Cajun,” placing the Cajun culture in a relatively dominant 

position to that of Creoles. An undated brochure produced by the Zydeco Cajun Prairie Scenic 

Byway Commission, for instance, describes how the “Rendezvous des Cajuns” weekly show in 

Eunice features live Cajun and zydeco music, incorrectly implying that zydeco music is a subset 

of Cajun music (Zydeco Cajun Prairie Scenic Byway  undated). Figure 4 shows this trend in 

evidence as recently as this year in the official Louisiana Tourism Guide.  

 The fascinating tradition of the annual rural Mardi Gras (a sophisticated analysis of 

which is beyond the expertise of the author) facilitated social integration of neighbourhoods and 

promoted a sense of shared identity. Originally, multiple groups in French Louisiana (non-

Acadian whites, Cajuns, acculturated Anglo-Americans, and black Creoles) engaged in this 

practice. By the mid-twentieth century Mardi Gras was in decline across all groups; shortly 

thereafter it was resurrected in the small town of Mamou, albeit with its emphasis shifted toward 

respectability and to acting “traditional” (Sexton 1999). Sexton argues that during this period, 

revival leaders selected cultural attributes shared across all multiple groups, for instance Mardi 

Gras, and labeled them as “Cajun,” thus objectifying them (removing them from their traditional 

environment) and employing them in the promotion of a Cajun French identity. The Cajun label 

came to represent the “exotic elements” of Louisiana culture and effectively served its purpose in 

promoting ethnic tourism. Drawing on Handler and Linnekin (1984), Sexton explains how this 

selection and reification of cultural traits resulted in a cultural “revival” that “actually entailed 

the reinvention of culture and tradition rather than the simple preservation of an enduring 
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traditional cultural pattern” (Sexton 1999, 303) (emphasis added). As Alderman has noted, a 

cohesive regional image is quite productive for promotion; in the present context, this label and 

the imaginary underpinning it has the added value of creating an imagined Louisiana French 

community that is unambiguously white. As noted, the black French population was either 

derided or ignored altogether (Spitzer 1977; Dormon 1996; Sexton 1999). 

 In St. Martinville, south of Lafayette, two local museums have aimed to tell the story of 

the region’s two largest groups, blacks and the Acadians/Cajuns. The Acadian Museum and 

Memorial opened in 1996 after five years of planning and the African-American Memorial 

opened in 2001 (field notes, July 23, 2014). The Acadian Memorial is housed in a separate 

building (with an additional courtyard exhibit featuring an eternal flame) and the Acadian 

Museum and African-American Museum together are found next door in the St. Martinville 

Cultural Heritage Center, designed to “(house) two museums with a common theme—the story 

of people uprooted from their homeland who established new lives in Louisiana” (The Acadian 

Memorial: Area Attractions  2016). 

  David argues that this site was “explicitly conceptualized to remedy” problems with an 

objectionable element of the Cajun group. Recognition of this ideological orientation is 

especially important given that historical sites possess a formative dimension; in the context of 

the Acadian Memorial, David notes that the Museum’s Board of Curators’ desire to generate 

“politically salient effects on visitors was at least as important…as accurately representing 

historical truth” (David 2010, 3). For tourism boosters, elites, and elected officials, an Acadian 

identity was far preferable to that of a Cajun identity; while Cajuns were said to represent 

“degraded whiteness,” Acadians were both modern and decorous.  
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 Many of the Memorial’s board members had been inspired by their personal research into 

their origins and they viewed the Acadian Memorial as “an important civic outlet for their 

newfound enthusiasm” (David 2010, 8). Concomitant with this renewed vigour for exploring 

personal genealogy was a subtle reshaping of the Acadian historical narrative; from the 1970s 

onward, historians valorized the admirable traits of their forebears, focusing on their recovery 

from the trauma of deportation and their resourceful and adaptability once settled into their new 

home (David 2010, 8). These writers further argued that today’s Cajuns plainly embodied the 

positive traits of their ancestors. The museum’s prominent mural furthered the notion of a 

biological connection; the muralist selected models that were, by and large, the descendants of 

the original Acadian arrivals whose names adorn the “Wall of Names” nearby.  

 In all, the Acadian museum focuses on the successful adaptation of the Acadians and 

continuity of perceived positive ethnic traits, interspersed with an emphasis on the victimization 

they experienced. One panel entreats visitors to consider “the human tragedy at the heart of the 

Acadian legacy” (photo of text panel, Acadian Memorial, July 9th, 2014). Indeed, on the day I 

visited the museum, the docent who used the word “genocide” to describe the historical 

treatment of the Acadians (field notes, July 9th, 2014). Of importance to this narrative, “as the 

visitor approaches the exhibit’s end, the panel entitled ‘Pride’ extends (these) dynamics into the 

present, describing Acadians’ on-going ‘struggle’ to affirm their language and culture after 

decades of ‘prejudice and abuse’” (David 2010, 13). David points out that the museum’s 

emphasis on Cajuns’ struggles coincided with related efforts to widely publicize their historical 

hardship, including the successful campaign for an apology from the Queen for the Acadian 

deportation as well as calls by state representative Raymond Lalonde to establish a commission 

to study historical and present discrimination against those of Acadian descent. 
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 As described, the Acadian Museum and the African American Museum occupy the same 

building, and David points out that the exhibits share a foyer with two maps of the north 

Atlantic, one labeled the “Acadian diaspora” and the other the “African diaspora,” thus 

presenting the two groups’ experiences as “equivalent differences” (Bennett 2005; David 2010, 

14). In my conversations with two of the board members, one indicated that the steering 

committee had designed the exhibits to highlight the similarities between the African American 

and Acadian communities, in that both were forced from their homeland and struggled to adapt 

to their new environment. The representatives indicated that the board wanted to “show how we 

are the same and not how we are different” (field notes, July 23, 2014).  

 The stories told on either side of the museum are seemingly unconnected and are 

abstracted from historical context; on the Acadian side, their victimization is foregrounded and 

the horrors of enslavement and Jim Crow completely omitted. Suggestions by some locals of 

mixed race to add elements of a history of miscegenation to the Acadian museum—evidenced by 

the shared surnames across race lines in the region—were rejected in favour of representing 

Acadian history as racially “pure.” The African-American museum also glosses over some of the 

harsher points of history in the region; its focus is largely on the free people of colour who “left” 

slavery and downplays class divisions between the free class and the enslaved, despite entreaties 

to represent the historical reality more accurately (David 2010, 15).  

 As one can imagine, these choices were hotly debated and greatly influenced by the 

composition of the museum’s steering committee. David’s analysis is especially crucial as he sat 

in on the committee meetings that decided the form of the two museums. He noted that white 

committee members emphasized that Acadian children should not be made to feel “ashamed of 

their heritage” or that “Martin Luther King was the only great man who’s ever lived” (David 
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2010, 15). In general, members of the committee spoke positively about their interracial 

collaboration, with white members hoping that “by them learning our history, and seeing how we 

were treated, that will make them feel closer to us” (David 2010, 15). White members also 

vowed that the exhibit should focus on blacks’ “triumphs and successes” and hoped that 

increasing Cajuns’ self-regard would lessen motivation to discriminate against African 

Americans; for their part, the committee’s black members—largely from the middle-class—

expected that the exhibit would encourage esteem in local black youth (Delhomme 1999; David 

2010, 15-16). 

 Alderman and Dwyer’s work on commemoration has particular salience for 

understanding the importance of power relations in the presentation of the past at these historical 

sites. When analyzing a memorial arena, they encourage the scholar to reflect on the following 

questions: “How much political and economic capital did its producers yield?” and “What does 

the differential treatment of histories indicate about power relations and patterns of inequality 

within society?” (Dwyer and Alderman 2008, 173). David describes how salient local electoral 

politics, in which white and black municipal officials fought vociferously to delineate town 

council districts that would be favorable to their respective electorate, indeed permeated the 

debates over the designs of the exhibits and both reflected and reinforced “the uneven circulation 

of authority between whites and blacks” (David 2010, 16). White committee members succeeded 

in removing a pair of shackles from the Louisiana section of the exhibit despite opposition from 

the committee’s black members, reinforcing the paradigm that “only Acadians could be formed 

as guiltless victims of past violence” (David 2010, 16). During my visit in 2014, I noted that, 

jarringly, the African-American Museum’s panels presented a rosy portrayal of life on the slave 

ships, whereas conditions on the boats that transported the Acadians were described in terms of 
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“bad food and water, overcrowding, poor diet, and seasickness” (field notes, July 9th, 2014).24 On 

the Acadian side of the museum, the informational video concludes with the narrator pictured in 

front of the eternal flame that memorializes their “journey fraught with peril and adversity” (field 

notes, July 9th, 2014). The disconcerting “commemorative silences” present, which muted the 

horrors of slavery and presented the black experience of slavery and the Acadian experience of 

deportation as equivalent diaspora-creating differences, only serve to “perpetuate…unequal 

power relations into the future” (Dwyer and Alderman 2008, 173).   

 Although the African-American/Creole experience is not altogether ignored in the overall 

narrative of the St. Martinville Cultural Heritage Center, the complexity of the black experience 

that, at one time, saw free people of colour and slave descendants as disparate groups, disunited 

by class and colour concerns, is not given due attention. Neither, and arguably more crucially, 

are the shattering effects that slavery wrought. These silences can have great consequences for 

those struggling to place themselves in the region’s historical narrative as “these discourses enact 

important ideas about who belongs in normative society” (Alderman and Inwood 2013, 191). 

 

4.6 Conclusions 

The selective rendering of history at the St. Martinville Cultural Heritage Center and Acadian 

Memorial is only one example of what Alderman and Inwood identify as a “hegemonic social 

order,” in which the dominant group acknowledges  

the needs and ideas of subordinate groups and then (seems to) 
incorporate the interests of subordinate groups into the national 
collective identity. … Within such a hegemonic social order, 

																																																								
24 The full text of the panel in the African American Museum: “According to captains’ logs, the captives aboard 
French slave ships were brought onto deck everyday to be examined by a surgeon, wash, use the toilet, and eat. The 
slaves ate freshly prepared meals twice a day. French slave ship captains had a strong financial incentive to take an 
interest in the emotional well-being of their human cargo. Healthy slaves commanded premium prices” (photo of 
text panel, African American Memorial, July 9th, 2014). 
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memorials and heritage sites narrate a more racially or ethnically 
inclusive national history, but it is a story scripted to uphold 
cultural ideas and values about society. (Alderman and Inwood 
2013, 191) 

 
Perspectives and concerns from the region’s racialized populations were purportedly taken into 

consideration when planning the museums, but the result was a very conservative retelling of the 

area’s history and the elimination of any events or elements that might call into question the 

legitimacy of the well-crafted redemption narrative of (white) Cajun identity. As the cultural 

landscape is overwhelmingly Cajun-dominated—from business names, to restaurants, to street 

names, to heritage districts—the resonances of other groups’ achievements are muted: “Because 

of the normative power of naming, place names create a material and symbolic order that allows 

dominant groups to impose certain meanings into the landscape and hence control the attachment 

of symbolic identity to people and places” (Berg and Kearns 1996; Alderman 2008, 208). 

 In the process of Cajunization, beginning in the late 1960s and accelerating rapidly in the 

following decades, the historical and cultural imprints of members of non-dominant groups in the 

region were minimized, as evidenced by the designating of all things white as Cajun, much to the 

surprise of those who had identified as white Creole. The region’s Native American history 

receives very little attention, and members of the region’s Creole and black population contend 

with a galling lack of representation and valourization in the cultural landscape of Acadiana, all 

the more egregious given that they comprise almost 30 percent of the region’s population (and 

up to 50 percent in some parishes). Their contributions are not altogether erased, but have often 

been given only secondary consideration, as evidenced by the enduring trend of identifying 

zydeco music as a subset of Cajun music or culture.  

 This is not the say that these commemorative silences have gone unchallenged; trail 

riders proudly proclaim their belonging within the region through their fight to preserve their 
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equine heritage, zydeco performers dazzle crowds at home and afar, and cultural advocates 

continue to bring attention to the history and unique folkways of this group in this memorial 

arena through concerts, festivals, and heritage celebrations. Thankfully, due to the endeavours of 

the region’s Creole and black promoters and culture-bearers, the tide is slowly turning: “Is it 

getting better? Yeah, absolutely. But it’s a struggle; it’s a fight” (Respondent #5, June 30, 2014). 

For others, such a lack of recognition has only strengthened a desire to preserve and promote 

their culture. Martin Bellow, president of the Southerncross Trail Riders, described his 

determination for his heritage to be recognized: “If you don’t stand for (something) then you are 

going to lose everything. You gotta stand up and fight” (Respondent #08, June 26, 2014). 
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Figure 3. 
 

 
 
 
 
Source: 2016 Office Louisiana Inspiration Guide, courtesy Louisiana Department of Culture, 
Recreation, and Tourism (reproduced with permission). 
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Figure 4. 
 

 
 
 
Source: 2016 Office Louisiana Inspiration Guide, courtesy Louisiana Department of Culture, 
Recreation, and Tourism (reproduced with permission). 
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Chapter 5 
 

Cattle ranching, rodeos, and trail-riding: Mobility and the historic black 
cowboy culture of Louisiana and Texas 

 

 

5.1 Introduction 

Representations of archetypal frontiersmen—both in popular renderings and in historical 

accounts—rarely include the stories or contributions of African-American cattlemen, who 

comprised a significant number (up to one quarter by some estimates) of those who participated 

in the cattle industry during the open range era (Porter 1969; Massey 2004; Kersting 2012 [?]).25 

The erasures of the historical contribution of blacks to the early cattle ranching industry and 

agriculture of the U.S. South are particularly glaring given the cowboy’s venerated position in 

the American psyche and in popular culture. As Pearson describes, “Even though blacks were 

inextricably involved in the cattle industry, rodeo, and ‘the West,’ American history has 

frequently misrepresented, marginalized, or omitted their contributions” (Pearson 2004, 190).   

 Regardless of these omissions, it is unquestionable that cowboys of colour had a central, 

perhaps even singular, role in the formation and perpetuation of the ranching industries of 

Louisiana and Texas. Black cowboys and cowgirls have not faded into the recesses of history. 

Quite to the contrary, they rope and wrangle, they compete fiercely in rodeos, they break and 

train horses, they herd livestock and raise crops, and they participate in trail rides that both 

celebrate their rural heritage and commemorate the struggles of their forebears through group 

names such as “40 Acres and a Mule,” and “Buffalo Soldiers.”  

																																																								
25	Although this figure has been a matter of some debate, Massey’s aggregation and analysis of previously cited 
statistics provides convincing evidence for the presently-accepted figure of about one-quarter (Massey 2004).	
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 This chapter demonstrates that, despite relative invisibility and a lack of recognition from 

the mainstream, the black cattlemen and women26 of Southwestern Louisiana and eastern Texas 

not only played a significant role in the area’s development but continue to embody their rural 

roots and their Western heritage today. In so doing, their actions and activities constitute 

powerful counter-mobilities, as Alderman and Inwood conceive of it, which highlights the 

everyday nature of black resistance (Alderman and Inwood 2016). This chapter investigates how 

the actions of black cattlemen and women of Southwestern Louisiana and eastern Texas 

constitute powerful counter-mobilities, which, in turn, highlight the everyday nature of black 

resistance. 

 Physical movement, representations, and practices all come together to create 

“constellations of mobility,” which are inherently political as people have differential access to 

mobility based on social and racial hierarchies. Despite the fact that Creoles and African 

Americans occupied a circumscribed position in society (Creoles particularly experienced a 

change in position after the Civil War), they were able to find a measure of freedom through 

horsemanship and ownership of land.27 Within these constellations of mobility, African 

Americans have asserted their “right to move” and their “right to survive” as part of a 

contestation of white control (Alderman and Inwood 2016). 

 This chapter weaves mobility and counter-mobility paradigms, as articulated primarily by 

Creswell, Alderman, and Inwood, into an analysis of the historic and present-day experiences of 

																																																								
26 Patton and Schedlock note that during the antebellum era in Texas, “whites were referred to as ‘cowhands’ and 
African Americans were called the more pejorative ‘boy’ or ‘cow boy’” (Patton and Schedlock 2011, 507). 
“Cattlemen/women” has become the preferred terminology to “cowboys/girls,” although I employ both in concert 
with diverse language my interviewees use to describe themselves. 
27 This ownership of land varied. Those members of the region’s Creole landholding elite in the antebellum era had 
a vastly different experience than those whose families became free after the Civil War. As the twentieth century 
progressed, the distinctions between the descendants of these two groups became less important and generally all 
came to be called “black Creole” (“Creoles of colour” having originally been reserved for the light-skinned 
descendants of those who were free before the Civil War) (Spitzer 1986; Dormon 1996). Today, my interview data 
suggests that most identify as “black/African American” or simply “Creole.”	
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black and Creole horsemen and women in Southwestern Louisiana and Southeastern Texas. The 

present chapter also employs a biographical approach, consistent with that of Alderman and 

Inwood, who note that focusing on individual life stories can help situate historic events as well 

as demonstrate how social power and mobility are experienced; they note also that this method is 

particularly compatible with critical race theory, which “asserts that that the experiential 

knowledge of people of color is central to understanding and challenging racial inequality” 

(Crenshaw 2010; Alderman and Inwood 2016, 3).  

 First, I discuss the heretofore-underappreciated role of cowboys of colour in the 

settlement and establishment of the ranching industry of these regions, highlighting their 

descendants’ connections to the activities of their ancestors through ongoing participation in 

rural culture (broadly constituted as cattle ranching, horseback riding, and agriculture). From 

here, I discuss the participation of black Americans in rodeo and how rodeo participants and 

other horse enthusiasts helped to pave the way for integration in these realms, in so doing 

representing the tension and negotiation between their affiliation with Western heritage and their 

black and/or Creole identity. Throughout, I explore how these rural black and Creole people 

challenged the immobility, in sometimes-subtle ways, inherent to white socio-economic and 

territorial control.  

 

5.2 Mobility and race 

Alderman describes how the politics of mobility have been a powerful undercurrent of the 

African-American experience and were particularly salient during their struggles for freedom. 

Escapes from slavery, the passage of thousands through the Underground Railroad, the Great 

Migration from south to north, and the bus boycotts and freedom rides of the Civil Rights 
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Movement all demonstrate how access to mobility is far from neutral. Mobility can be a 

transgressive and emancipatory act (Alderman, Kingsbury, and Dwyer 2013; Alderman and 

Inwood 2016). Drawing on insights from Blackmon (2009) and Hague (2010), Alderman points 

out that restriction of African-American movement has been integral to the racial project in the 

American South: “With the maintenance of white supremacy came the production of African-

American immobility” (Alderman, Kingsbury, and Dwyer 2013, 176). To solidify this claim, 

they cite vagrancy laws and other penalties for unlawful movement beginning in the slavery 

period and continuing through the Jim Crow era. 

 The actions of African-American NASCAR driver Wendell Scott, the first black driver to 

race at an elite level in the 1950s and 1960s, were a “challenge to the broader historical 

production of black immobility in the U.S.” (Alderman and Inwood 2016, 5). His driving tactics, 

as well as his negotiation of the tensions between accommodation and overt resistance, were part 

of a “creative navigation” of the racist setting in which he found himself, according to Alderman 

and Inwood (2016, 5). Scott’s actions also speak to the everyday nature of resistance: “Although 

Scott did not formally identify with the civil rights movement, we argue that the very work of 

driving was nonetheless part of his political practice and important to the social struggle to 

access and move about the stock car track and hence the larger U.S. landscape of citizenship” 

(Alderman and Inwood 2016, 3). He may not have been formally or explicitly political, yet this 

case encourages us to broaden our conceptualization of anti-racist actions to include activities in 

the cultural arena as well, demonstrating the importance of the “daily spatial struggles” of 

African-Americans in the long arc of resistance. 

 Likewise, Heynen sheds light on activities that expand conceptions of what constitutes 

resistance. His research on the breakfast programs of the Black Panther Party, which were 
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initiated in 1969, affirms that these and other “survival programs” that the Party facilitated were 

indeed radical because they ensured the social reproduction of black lives within a socio-

economic landscape that threatened their very survival (Heynen 2009). Survival itself is 

resistance, and the black radical tradition transcends the realm of overt political action and must 

also account for the nuanced everyday struggles for the rights to both movement and survival. 

 During the early twentieth century, African Americans used movement in attempts to 

improve their life chances. In her study of sharecropping in the Arkansas Delta Whayne notes 

that black tenants, recognizing that open resistance was ineffectual and unsustainable, “donned 

the mask of compliance” to survive, all the while employing mobility as their prime form of 

resistance (Whayne 1996, 59). The pattern of their moving to a different plantation after 

“settlement time” with the landowner at the end of the season did not provide the increased 

standard of living for which they had hoped, but it did result in instability in the plantation 

landscape, thus introducing fissures into the power of the socio-economic regime. Whayne notes 

that mobility was the “best offense” that black workers had in their arsenal, and that planters’ 

subsequent difficulties obtaining labour eventually led to laws that attempted to limit the 

movements of African Americans (Whayne 1996, 61). 

 Golubuff describes the harrowing situation of African-American workers lured to the 

Deep South to work for the United States Sugar Corporation during World War II, who were 

promised free transportation and a wage of $3 to $8 per day. After enduring long train and bus 

rides with little food, upon arrival they were notified that they had to repay their train fare, would 

only make $1.80 per day, and had to purchase their own supplies and tools. They were 

threatened with jail time and even death if they tried to leave without settling their debts. If they 

managed to afford a train ticket in order to leave, even that route did not assure escape: the sugar 
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company’s officials had convinced the train company not to sell tickets to farmworkers and 

monitored the station to ensure that this avenue was suppressed (Goluboff 2007, 1-2).  

 In order to immobilize black workers who sought a better life in the North during the 

Great Migration, plantation owners and merchants revived laws designed to keep them in place, 

such as legislation against hitchhiking and controls on labour agents. Despite these regulations 

and other draconian measures such as hiding copies of the Chicago Defender, African Americans 

resisted these obstacles to movement and continued to flee northward (Berlin 2010, 161-162). As 

a more recent example, segregation laws dictated the usage of public transportation, an injustice 

that led to the seminal Montgomery bus boycott in Alabama and continues to have repercussions 

for social justice, as detailed below. Black mobility has long been considered a threat to white 

territorial control, and white supremacy more broadly, in the United States.  

 Scholars have argued that mobility is at the very core of African-American geographies; 

however, “these mobile ‘black geographies’ have almost always … occurred in the context of 

power of whites to allow or deny African-American mobility” (Hague 2010, 333). Berlin frames 

his broad analysis of the African-American experience in large part as one of forced movement 

due to the demands of the international economy: “Between the sixteenth and twenty-first 

centuries, peoples of African descent rarely moved as mere tourists or visitors, but in response to 

the constantly changing requirements of the plantation and then of the industrial order” (Berlin 

2010, 12). In fact, (unrestricted) mobility tends to be bound up in ideas of whiteness and 

citizenship and—as Cresswell and Hague both argue—mobility has been “key” to the United 

States’ national identity itself, from its foundation based on movement west to the immobilizing 

of Native Americans on reservations and African Americans on plantations. Despite the fact that 

rights to mobility are not enshrined in the U.S. Constitution, as they are in other nations’ 
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founding documents, the Supreme Court tends to treat this entitlement as a “taken for granted” 

aspect of citizenship (Cresswell 2006; Hague 2010).  

 Hague invokes well-known representations of American identity, such as the cowboy, the 

pilgrim, and archetypical characters in mobility-centered works of fiction—such as the 

protagonists in Kerouac’s On the Road or in the big screen’s Thelma and Louise—to 

demonstrate that “iconic examples of American mobility are typically associated with whiteness” 

(Hague 2010, 335). Whites are presumed to have free mobility, epitomized by Atlanta baseball 

player John Rocker’s 2000 racist and misogynistic rant to a Sports Illustrated reporter while they 

careened through traffic in his SUV; he railed against women and people of colour who he 

perceived as hindering his inalienable right to the road (Henderson 2006). Hague uses Bullard’s 

analysis of “transportation racism” to show how people of colour continue to suffer from 

restricted mobility in the United States, from black Americans’ disproportionate reliance on 

public transportation that often fails to take their needs into account, to the attempts to curtail the 

mobility of non-citizens by refusing drivers’ licenses to undocumented immigrants, and to the 

immobility of mainly-black New Orleanians who perished during Hurricane Katrina as a result 

(Bullard, Johnson, and Torres 2004; Hague 2010). 

 Creswell asserts that forms of mobility (he uses the examples of walking or driving) are 

inherently political because they “are implicated in the production of power and relations of 

domination” (Cresswell 2010, 20) and because people have differential access to mobility, 

dictated by social relations such as class, gender, and race. His work counteracts the perspective 

that mobility is a phenomenon of the current age by showing that in times as old as the feudal era 

the average person’s movement was regulated by the lords and the aristocracy. Mobility may not 

be concern or experience limited to the “modern” era, but Creswell points out that certain 
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peoples’ movements are especially restricted today, such as those commonly subjected to racial 

profiling. Beyond this overt constraining of mobility, we must also consider the attempts to 

produce “correct” mobilities through specified and designated routes for movement (Cresswell 

2010, 24). This construction of “correct” mobilities brings to mind the recent attempts to control 

the movements of trail riders throughout Louisiana’s Southwest and of horseback riders in the 

town of Breaux Bridge, to be detailed in subsequent chapters. 

  For as long as black mobility has been restricted, African Americans have been resisting 

the strictures of their allotted station. Pile notes that resistance does not have to be “big,” nor do 

social movements need to be defined by a discrete beginning or end point: “[T]here are tiny 

micro-movements of resistance, barely perceptible, even invisible or covert—quiet stealthy 

masquerades resistant to categorization and definition” (Pile 1997, 29). While the actions of 

black horsemen and women were not “radical” in a political capacity, through visibility and 

through claiming of space they constitute resistance in an everyday manner, in a manner 

designed to defy both categorization and definition. If “it is demonstrably true that many 

oppressive practices of authority seek to control and regulate people’s use of space ... ultimately 

confining people to highly circumscribed spaces,” (Pile 1997, 29) freely moving about the 

countryside of Southwestern Louisiana and Southeastern Texas—either on their own land or on 

public lands or roadways—is itself a contest to policies designed to render them immobile. 

Anthropologist and Louisiana specialist Brassieur suggests in our interview that black trail rides 

provide a pointed challenge to restrictions imposed by local government: “Regulation is the 

constraint…. So there definitely is resistance going on there, and the resistance is that, we can 

pony up. … We can get our ponies, we can decorate them, we can get together in a mob… and 

we can have certain levels of freedom of activity” (Respondent #39, July 22, 2014). 
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 Participation in rodeo has been a site of subversion for other racialized groups; Penrose 

illustrates how Canadian Aboriginal peoples in the Western provinces have created “All-Indian” 

rodeos that hearken back to their little-known cowboy heritage.28 Their participation in these 

events also challenges culture-nature dichotomy that became entrenched in the early 1900s and 

rendered it impossible for First Peoples to be recognized as cowboys. Cowboys signaled 

modernization and the “opening” of the West, whereas Aboriginal people signified 

backwardness as relics of a pre-Contact period; thus “the superiority of culture over nature was 

trans-posed to the superiority of cowboys over Indians [sic]” (Penrose 2003, 692). As a 

provocative parallel to the identity-affirming activities of Creoles of Louisiana’s Southwest, the 

ongoing presence of Aboriginal peoples in rodeo in Canada—whose associations operate 

independently from the mainstream—allows them to reaffirm an identity that connects them to 

the important contributions of their ancestors as well as “(resists) imposed identities and the 

hegemonic constructions that support them” (Penrose 2003, 699) 

 

5.3 Rural black America  

The Great Migration, the movement of up to six million black people from the American South 

to the North (and the West, to a lesser degree) during the middle decades of the twentieth century 

heralded the transformation of blacks from a rural to an urban people. By 1970, fewer than one-

fifth of African Americans still lived on a southern farm or plantation (Berlin 2010, 15, 153). By 

1980, ten years after what most scholars consider to be the conclusion of the Great Migration, 85 

percent of African Americans lived in an urban setting and 77 percent of them resided outside of 

the South (Aiken 1985, 383). By the same year, less than 3 percent of those African Americans 

																																																								
28 Penrose explains that “Indian [sic] skills in breeding, breaking, and riding horses were widely recognized as 
welcome additions to ranching operations that developed in the early phases of white European settlement in 
western Canada” (Penrose 2003, 691). 



	 128 

who still resided in the South lived on farms (Aiken 1985, 383-384). Still, by the end of the 

twentieth century several million blacks lived in the South where they remained the “dominant or 

sizable majority” in the counties that encompassed the old plantation regions (Aiken 2001, 56). 

By contrast, in the North and West, more than 90 percent of the black population lived in cities 

(Berlin 2010, 156).  

 The geographical diversity of the African-American experience, which includes broad 

geographic dispersal as indicated above, illustrates how race-related practices and regimes of 

accumulation change across local, regional, and national boundaries and must take into account 

both history and place-specificity. As Wilson points out, “Social processes are not exportable 

commodities” (Wilson 2002, 38); understanding the geographically-situated black experience is 

key. McKittrick and Woods encourage movement away from the essentialization of race and 

space towards an appreciation of how human geography, in all its variety, is a crucial part of the 

black experience (Woods 2007, 6-7).  

 One’s perception of and attachment to place can depend strongly on experiences at the 

community or individual scale. Most of those I interviewed had a fierce affinity for their home in 

the rural South—sentiments that echo Aiken’s conclusions that black Americans view the 

plantation regions as a sort of nostalgia-tinged “remembered homeland” if not an actual 

homeland (Aiken 2001). Adams notes that despite the racial oppression and constrained life 

opportunities they faced, many rural blacks chose to migrate to cities within the region during the 

Great Migration, instead of relocating to the North, because the South was “home” and they 

wanted to improve conditions for African Americans in the region (Adams 2010, 1-2). Others—

particularly those who fled the South—see the region and their memories of it in starkly negative 

terms: “I call it ‘sippi’ cause I don’t miss it” (Aiken 2001, 57). In a similar vein, McKittrick 
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places blacks’ initial relationship to plantation lands at the heart of a system of oppression that 

kept blacks both “in place” and placeless (McKittrick 2011, 949). 

 Similarly, there is a tension evident in the seemingly contrary rootedness and mobility 

that rural blacks and Creoles have experienced. Indeed, this tension is inherent to the black 

American experience. Berlin hints at this juxtaposition in his conception of African-American 

history not as a centuries-long journey from slavery to freedom, but as a “contrapuntal” 

narrative, one of “movement and place, fluidity and fixity, routes and roots” (Berlin 2010, 229).  

In Gilbert’s analysis of how the “spatial entrapment” thesis plays out in the personal and 

professional lives of white and black working-poor women in one neighbourhood in 

Massachusetts, she reveals that the black woman, in particular, use rootedness a resource by 

generating local-level support networks (Gilbert 1998). It is thus insufficient to suggest that 

mobility constitutes freedom in every aspect of the diverse African-American experience; 

rootedness and attachment to place are also profoundly important in certain instances and do play 

a part in the history and lifeways of Creole peoples—as demonstrated below—particularly in 

regards to land ownership as a complement to the mobility that horsemanship allowed.  

 

5.4 Ranching and land ownership in Southeastern Texas and Southwestern Louisiana  

The Louisiana case is of particular interest to a discussion of the black rural experience of 

mobility given the unusual status and high numbers of free people of colour in the state during 

the antebellum period, some of who boasted vast land holdings (Brasseaux 1996). In contrast to 

the traditional narrative about the creative authors of the region’s cattle-herding ecology, 

landholders of colour, enslaved peoples, Native Americans, and white settlers alike helped shape 

the herding ecology present on the earliest ranches in the Southwestern part of the state, as new 
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research in the field has shown. As recently as 2007, area historians have asserted, “Despite the 

great mix of races and backgrounds involved during the infancy of Southwest Louisiana’s 

ranching, in the end it was the Acadians who proved to be the dominant ethnic and cultural force 

on the prairies. … the land they lived on goes by their name—The Cajun Prairie” (Jones 2007, 

23, emphasis added).  

 The newest scholarship in the field, particularly the work of Sluyter, challenges two 

existing paradigms: that white pre-Acadian settlers to Louisiana’s Southwest were the dominant 

authors of the unique cattle-ranching system and derived their herding techniques from Spanish 

white ranchers in the Caribbean, chiefly Hispaniola, and that the identical herding technologies 

were employed by the earlier settlers and the later Acadians (Sluyter 2012, 59). In fact, on these 

pre-Acadian ranches, large herds were grazed on an open range and there were no crops, in 

contrast to the Acadians’ later patterns. Sluyter shows the early ranchers probably absorbed most 

of their knowledge from long-standing black and indigenous techniques, forging a new ranching 

system in situ; as he contends, “actors of African, European, native, and mixed origins 

participated in a Creole act of creation on those first Louisiana ranches” (Sluyter 2012a, 96). 

 Between the initial arrival of traders in the late 1730s and the arrival of the Acadians in 

the 1760s, five mainly black-populated ranches in the Attakapas district (present-day Lafayette, 

St. Martin, Iberia, Vermilion, and St. Mary Parishes) dominated cattle herding in Louisiana, 

located on the Bayou Teche. Directly to the west of the post of Attakapas, where the city of St. 

Martinville is today, and the post of Opelousas, near the present-day site of the city of 

Opelousas, was an open prairie of about 4,000 square miles (Post 1957). Sluyter notes his shock 

upon discovering a line on the 1766 Louisiana census that suggested the creative role of blacks in 

the area’s cattle-ranching ecology: “It implied that 50 enslaved blacks armed with muskets and 
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under no direct supervision by whites were riding around on five pre-Acadian ranches that 

contained more than half of the cattle in the Louisiana colony, an astounding 15,000 head” 

(Sluyter 2012a, 63).  

 When Governor O’Reilly issued a new ordinance in 1770 in New Orleans regarding the 

distribution of land grants, of which many Acadians availed themselves, a settler was required to 

prove that “he owns one hundred domesticated head of cattle, some horses and sheep, and that he 

has two slaves to tend to them” (Martin 1977, 181; Arceneaux 2014, 17). Indeed, the land 

claimants were not required to establish residence on the frontier. As a result, many sent their 

sons along with the property (animals and slaves) required by the terms of the ordinance. It 

appears that some fathers, with the promise of manumission and stock provisions, sent their 

enslaved mixed-race sons to the Opelousas Post. There, “[o]nce the claim was established the 

slaves remained with the herd on the prairie where they worked under a minimum of 

supervision” (Oubre and Leonard 1983, 73). Brassieur concurs with the assessment, noting that 

the owners of the ranches were not, strictly speaking, ranchers. They were slaveholders who 

likely lived in New Orleans for most of the year and were not much involved in the day-to-day 

operations of the ranch (Brassieur June 7, 2015). 

 A 1785 succession document of Jean Francois Ledee, one of the five pioneer white 

ranchers in the Attakapas district, records one of the two slaves’ occupations, Sciopion Jean, as 

“cowboy” (Sluyter 2012b, 58). And of the 1983 people living at the Opelousas Post in 1788, 789 

of them were people of colour, nearly forty percent: a few dozen free and the rest enslaved 

(Oubre and Leonard 1983, 75). All told, in addition to the increased possibility of being “owned” 

by members of their own race, enslaved peoples along the frontier—where grazing instead of 

cultivation was emphasized—had unusually high levels of freedom and responsibility (Oubre 
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and Leonard 1983, 73). According to historians’ estimates, some 8700 cowboys of black descent 

participated in the legendary cattle drives that occurred between 1866 and 1895—more blacks 

than whites (McCraine 2011). In a rare first-hand glimpse into the life of a black cattle driver, the 

Attakapas Gazette offers a snippet from Jack Preston, who hauled cattle from Washington, LA 

through the bayous and riverways to New Orleans by steamboat in the 1880s. The cattle were 

driven in from the prairie and then loaded on boats carrying many hundreds of animals (Fontenot 

1972, 80). 

 The backgrounds of the region’s black and European populations shed some light on the 

potential origins of the region’s unique cattle-ranching practices but do not fully account for its 

unusual elements. According to available historical documentation, most of the slaves who 

arrived in Louisiana during the French period were taken from the Senegambia (Sluyter 2012, 

81). Despite the fact that the Senegambians herded on foot, not horseback, and that they 

employed earmarking, not branding as in early Louisiana, commonalities with the cattle ecology 

in the Attakapas region did exist: open-range herding and the movement of herds between 

seasonal pastures were the norm in both regions. Sluyter demonstrates that all but one of the 

ranchers came directly from France, but did not hail from the regions where open-range cattle 

herding prevailed, rendering this genesis unlikely.  

 In attempting to solve the puzzle of the origins of the pre-Acadian ranching ecology, 

Sluyter notes “If neither the French ranchers nor the African slaves who crossed the Atlantic 

were familiar with branding or herding cattle from horseback, those practices may have become 

established in the Attakapas through other networks” (Sluyter 2012a, 95). The main actors in this 

scenario were more likely Native Americans and griffes (people of mixed Native American-

black ancestry) who lived on the ranches and traded cattle from northern New Spain into the 
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Attakapas region (Sluyter 2012a, 96). Although sketchy historical records make definitive 

conclusions elusive, Sluyter’s analysis shows that, contrary to the Eurocentric assumption that 

whites had the sole creative role by reproducing the cattle-ranching system of Saint Domingue in 

Louisiana, actors of white, African, native, and mixed origins together, in a process of 

creolization, brought their diverse cattle-herding knowledge to bear on the landscape of 

Louisiana’s Southwest.   

 Evidence of this revised historiography is making it into the popular press; in early 2016, 

reporter Cross from the Lafayette Daily Advertiser noted that “Some of these [early] cowboys 

were free men of color. Others were slaves. But no matter their position in life, there’s a good 

chance these men may have well been the first cowboys in the United States” (Cross 2016). The 

reporter singled out recreational horseback riding among Creoles and blacks, which persists to 

the present as an homage to the cattle drives and horsemanship of their ancestors, as evidence of 

a important heritage: “So the next time you see a trail ride, keep in mind that there’s more going 

on than riding a horse; you’re witnessing living history, a nod to bygone days” (Cross 2016). 

 Many Creoles of colour came to be some of the most prosperous settlers in the region. 

One of the first free black settlers mentioned in any of the historical documents is one “Louis,” 

who resided with his wife and daughter in the Opelousas district in 1766 (present day St. Landry, 

Evangeline, Acadia, Calcasieu, Cameron, Jefferson Davis, Allen, and Beauregard parishes). 

Likely originally from New Orleans, within the next decade he amassed fifty cattle, ten hogs, six 

horses or mules, and two slaves (Dormon 1996, 68). Gregoire Guillory, who moved from 

Mobile, Alabama, brought his two families (one mixed-race and one white) into the district 

around 1764 (Brasseaux, Fontenot, and Oubre 1994, 14). The liberal guidelines for land grants 

put into place by Governor O’Reilly in 1770 resulted in a surge of settlement along the Louisiana 
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frontier; this wave of migration brought two further land settlers, Francois Lemelle and Donato 

Bello, and their mixed-race children, from the German Coast and New Orleans regions of the 

state respectively. These progenitors would come to amass large landholdings and vast 

possessions, and they prospered during the antebellum period; an 1803 marriage contract noted 

that Martin Donato, son of Donato Bello, had a vacherie (cattle ranch) of 1,820 acres, near 

present-day Mallet, with 600 cattle and 26 horses (Brasseaux, Fontenot, and Oubre 1994, 18-19).  

  The present-day prevalence of these early surnames speaks to the generational 

rootedness of these Creole people; at least four of my interviewees have immediate ancestors 

from the Lemelle and Guillory clans and the co-founder of the wildly popular Step-N-Strut trail 

ride bears the last name Lemelle. Relatedly, in his chapter on ethnicity and identity among the 

Southwestern Creoles, Dormon notes, “The popularity of the trail rides suggests the historic 

association of the Prairie Creoles with cattle ranching. Many of their forebears were, in fact, 

cowboys” (Dormon 1996, 178).   

 

5.5 Findings  

For some interviewees, this connection between trail-riding and a family history of 

horsemen/women-ship is abundantly clear: “before rides … got big and popular, you always had 

people riding horses. You always had blacks … riding horses in South Louisiana, I am pretty 

sure [in] Texas, I am pretty sure across the South” (Respondent #25, July 25, 2014). For Dustin 

Cravins, the longstanding connection with horse culture has become emblematic of Creole 

identity itself:  

I think the beauty of a [trail] ride is that in its pure form, is that it 
kind of embodies all things Creole in the sense that you do learn a 
little bit of work ethic and how to take care of things, and how to 
tend to things, because a horse is a lot of work! … And when it’s 
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done right, it’s a labour of love! And you learn how to care for 
your animal and how to work with your hands, but you also get 
that—as much as we work, we know how to have a good time, 
too. (Respondent #5, June 30th, 2014)  

 
Linus Jordan29, a retired member of the U.S. Air Force, spends much of his time working cattle 

in the grasslands near his home in Eunice (Respondent #6, June 25, 2014). Brought back to the 

region about five years ago by a desire to be closer to his extended family, he describes how he 

and his brother James (“Peaches”) carry on a tradition whose tendrils stretch from their free 

people of colour ancestors to their present livelihood: 

We grew up on small family farms and most of what we raised 
was for the family and the local peoples. … Me getting to come 
back and do cattle work with my brother [whose nine-to-five job 
is at the U.S.D.A. Farm Service Agency], and the ranching that 
we do, has kind of continued the heritage that our dad instilled in 
us. And as we go through and research our family history through 
genealogy projects, one recurring theme in our family on both 
sides is a link to agriculture and a link to raising cattle. (Jordan 
June 7, 2015) 

 
Linus and Peaches, who often work with a team of extended family and friends herding, penning, 

vaccinating, and castrating their herd of 79 cattle spread across 180 acres of pasture, also 

endeavour to pass along these traditions to next generation. Linus’ daughter is a frequent and 

active participant in all things ranching, while Peaches’ son exhibits livestock and helps him 

work cattle as well (personal communication, January 27, 2016). 

 For Creoles in Louisiana’s Southwest, horsemanship was not merely an occupation, or 

source of recreation; it was both a symbol and a material expression of freedom, as was the 

ownership of the land that held the horses. As Spitzer astutely notes, this horse and land 

ownership allowed a measure of freedom from “working for the white ‘bossman’ as a hand” 

																																																								
29 Their last name was changed from Jourdain to Jordan sometime during the 20th century. Incidentally, their father 
had two birth certificates, one that indicated he was white and another that he was black (Respondent #6, June 25, 
2014). 
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(Spitzer 2010). Ownership of horses by slaves was viewed as so threatening that in 1829 colonial 

authorities enacted regulations for slaves found on horseback without permission; the horse 

would be confiscated and sold “for the benefit of the parish” (McGimsey 1975, 148). The 

possession of horses was strictly regulated out of fear that ownership of a horse would provide 

the enslaved person with resources by which they could secure their freedom. Like Whayne 

(1996) outlined in the case of black sharecroppers moving from farm to farm in an attempt to 

better their life chances, mobility was also a key tactic for these enslaved people in Louisiana—

one that required increasing regulations to control. 

 Spitzer notes that in the early years, the most substantial percentages of free people of 

colour were near Opelousas and St. Martinville, where the most significant Creole populations 

endure today and from where most of my interviewees hail. Both of these areas would 

experience a great influx of Acadian settlers in the years to come, but at the beginning of the 19th 

century free people of colour made up 4-5 percent of the population of the Attakapas and 

Opelousas districts, in which these cities were located (Spitzer 1986, 43-44). Quoting Sterkx, 

Spitzer further notes that by the end of the antebellum period free people of colour who held 

plantations were “fairly numerous:” at least 242 could be classed as planters (Spitzer 1986, 45). 

They often surpassed whites in terms of wealth and slave possession. The wealthy free people of 

colour had a strong “psychological impact” on whites who often tried to limit their rights by 

controlling estate succession, in-migration, and electoral rights.  

 Despite the outsized impact that the prosperous free people of colour had on their white 

counterparts, their absolute numbers were small; the majority of free people were, in fact, small 

subsistence farmers. An analysis of free blacks in one parish on the eve of the Civil War 

indicated that “land ownership among the free blacks was common and land transactions 
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occurred frequently among blacks, mulattos, and whites” (Borello 1975, 103). Evidence from 

notarial records sheds light on free people of colour’s involvement in the rural economy: “Urbin 

Shexnader ... appears in two transactions involving the sale of cattle, indicating that farming was 

not the only profession open to free Negroes” (Hardey 1976, 114). 

 Land ownership is something distinctly Creole and a source of immense pride for former 

Opelousas mayor Donald Cravins, who describes, “We were stewards of our own land, which 

gave us a deeper sense of independence and value. And I think as a result of that, many of the 

Creole people have always held… owned property” (Respondent #3, July 6, 2014). Even for 

those who are not employed in the farming or ranching industry (and most of my respondents are 

not), in a symbolic sense owning and riding a horse hearkens back to the difficult work of their 

ancestors, who drove cattle and wrangled wild horses in coastal marshes and herded cows on the 

prairie and whose work challenged the production of black immobility. Brassieur describes the 

ancestral current undergirding horse ownership and connections to the land, the reverberations of 

which may not be explicit: 

 … and it happens at some kind of emotional level, but it is tied 
with history and heritage. And they know it is, even if they don’t 
know how it is tied with that. … We grew up thinking and 
believing, you know, that this was part of our life, although we 
did not have to plow or we did not have to ride a horse [for 
transportation], but they were always around. … So there is a 
legitimate tie and a link to it, even if they don’t know the old 
history and the long, long history of it, but they feel it. They feel 
that. (Respondent #39, July 22, 2014) 

 
 Many others of the region’s earliest black settlers were not free upon their arrival in the 

area but later obtained freedom through manumission under the moderately lenient Code Noir or 

through maronage (Spitzer 2010). Livestock and land were central aspects of their freedom: 

Andre Masse, whose establishment of a ranch in the mid-1740s in the Attakapas marks him as 
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the earliest settler of the five pre-Acadian ranches Sluyter details above, freed six black families 

sometime before 1774 and gave each large numbers of livestock (Brasseaux, Fontenot, and 

Oubre 1994, 7; Sluyter 2012a, 65). Another pioneer, Gabriel Fuselier de la Claire, who 

purchased land from the Ishaks in 1760, freed three families and endowed them with plentiful 

horses, cows, and pigs (Brasseaux, Fontenot, and Oubre 1994, 7). Indeed, free people of colour 

were the owners of some of the earliest cattle brands recorded in the state, as were the Native 

Americans of the region (Jones 2007, 23).  

 Horses are a source of mobility, certainly, but this mobility also had metaphorical 

implications: these families, now free and garnering land, possessions, and financial security, 

could challenge the social imperative that dictated they remain “in their place.” The relative 

freedom that horse ownership allowed bolsters Pile’s exhortation that resistance be re-

conceptualized: “resistance may reterritorialise space in various ways, in order to transform its 

meanings, undermine territory as a natural source of power, and enable territory to become a 

space of citizenship, democracy and freedom—within limits” (Pile 1997, 30).   

 Paul Scott explains that, for his ancestors, owning land endowed them with a small 

measure of control: “(If) you had the land, you had power, and if you have power you have an 

opinion. So, you have a lot of—not a huge amount, but you have a lot of slaves or former slaves, 

kids of former slaves, who believed in property. Bought property” (Respondent #25, July 25, 

2014). This land allowed them not only physical mobility, but also the potential for social 

influence—to have a voice in a society that rendered them largely voiceless. This land ownership 

is especially notable given that 75 percent of black farmers in the South were tenants, not 

landowners, in the first decade of the twentieth century (Aiken 2001, 62). 
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 For most of those I interviewed, cowboy/cowgirl culture is a way of life, a fact that 

complicates stereotypical and generalist understandings of the African-American experience. 

One middle-aged female respondent described how, growing up in rural Huntsville, TX, she and 

her friends attended roping and wrangling events every Saturday evening and that these events, 

combined with a love of horseback riding and rodeos, became an integral part of her identity. 

These experiences led to a passion for Western heritage and horse culture that has a profound, 

almost indescribable, importance for her: “It will never be out of my system. I’ll never, ever, not 

identify myself as a trail rider or a cowgirl. I am a die-hard cowgirl. … It’s just…I can’t ever 

imagine anything else” (Respondent #14, July 2, 2014). Interviewee #30, who grew up in the 

country riding horses and milking cows, describes his passion for trail-riding through an 

anecdote where he relates an encounter with a stranger:  

I was coming home from Texas one day [to Louisiana, from a 
trail ride] and I stopped at a little station and I was gassing up. 
And this fella asked me, “Mister, what kind of gas mileage [does] 
that thing get?” and I said, “Well, sir, I am going to tell you like 
this, and I don’t want you to think I am trying to be sarcastic 
because I am not. If you’ve gotta worry about the gas mileage, 
don’t get in it [trail-riding].”… My philosophy is, when it gets 
low I put more gas in and let’s go. (July 10, 2014) 

 
 African America is often conflated with urban America, which confounds many black 

rural Louisianans who can much better relate to planting crops than to city blocks. These worlds, 

though, are not a simple dichotomy; zydeco—the music of Louisiana’s rural Creoles—has 

become infused with hip-hop musical elements and aesthetics over the past ten years or so. 

Despite this apparent convergence, the urban experience is often lost on the black population of 

rural Southwestern Louisiana and eastern Texas: “In a lot of ways I have more in common with a 

Cajun from here [Southwestern Louisiana] than I would with a black kid from L.A.” 

(Respondent #05, June 30, 2014). When asked what characterizes his identity as a black 
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American, interviewee K.D. responded, “We hunt, fish … ride four wheelers, (and) ride horses” 

(June 26, 2014). Respondent #19 identified “the country style—like for sure, horseback riding. 

Gatherings. Music. Zydeco,” as elements that describe her community (Respondent #19, July 24, 

2014). 

 The late Wilbert Guillory, a proud proponent of Creole culture and co-founder of the 

Southwest Louisiana Zydeco Festival, refuted what Olivier and Sandmel call “one-dimensional 

depictions” of black American life, stating, “My background is in farming. [I’ve] been in 

farming all my life. I started out as a sharecropper. I raised sweet potatoes, and us small farmers 

couldn’t compete with the big farms, so we organized a cooperative of sweet potato farmers to 

get better prices” (Sandmel and Olivier 1999, 126). Indeed, the majority of the nearly 40 people 

with whom I conducted in-depth interviews were rural- or small town-dwellers and many 

pinpointed this non-urban heritage as a touchstone of their identity. Multiple interviewees 

described their family background in small-scale farming and raising of livestock for sustenance 

if not as a profession:  

In Promiseland in that era, you were sharecroppers. You would 
raise your own animal. My great-uncle had raised cattle. Raised 
cows and calves and raised pigs. Some of them would raise 
chickens. So back then in that era everybody would raise their 
own animals. They didn’t have to go to the market to buy chicken 
or beef or pork. They would raise it themselves. (Respondent #27, 
July 28, 2014) 

 
 Maguire conducted years-long fieldwork in Promiseland and nearby Parks, in St. Martin 

Parish, in the late 1980s. He highlights how “From that land they counted on the food raised in 

household gardens, pigsties and chicken coops, and fields for household use, a means to raise 

cash, and simply for survival, particularly over lean months. … The land was the sole source of 

their bounty” (Maguire 1989, 397). At the end of the agricultural season, friends, family, and 
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neighbours participated in coup de main (“helping hand”), harvesting sweet potatoes or other 

crops.30 Boucheries, communal hog-killings that originated in the pre-refrigeration era, were 

also common. Extended family and neighbours contributed either financially or in-kind to the 

cost of raising a hog that would late be ritualistically killed and its meat products distributed to 

those who had helped with the raising and slaughtering of the animal; alternatively, a single 

family would bear the cost of raising the pig and the practice would rotate throughout this 

kinship group during the year (Smith and Post 1937; Gold 1979; Spitzer 1986; Maguire 1989; 

McNulty 2011). Narvin Powell explains the responsibilities he faced as a young boy in helping 

care for the animals that fed his family:  

I had horses; I had cows. When I was, like, four or five years old, 
I had to get up at 4 o’clock in the morning, go find that cow, bring 
the cow and put him up to eat. So when my Daddy got up he 
could milk him. And I didn’t have an alarm clock. I knew that that 
cow better be there when my Daddy got there. (Respondent #30, 
July 10, 2014) 

 
 Many respondents also maintain family plots of land, passed down through generations, 

in the country despite the movement to small towns such as Eunice or Opelousas or to bigger 

cities such as Lafayette. One elderly interviewee, an avid trail rider, explains: 

But you still have a great deal of country where people still live 
and are holding onto the land. It’s like where my father is living at 
over there on that plantation road. That’s what really got me 
started! Because if not for that I wouldn’t have (a) place to put a 
horse, you know? When we all moved from the country and came 
to the city, Daddy stayed in the country so we were able to still 
have my horses. (Respondent #21, August 2, 2014) 

  
Matanda Hayes makes an explicit connection between rural life and her Creole heritage: “Well, 

the Creole part is our legend, legacy. … [It] is our everyday—get up, cook, cut grass, check on 

																																																								
30 Although coup de mains in their original form are increasingly rare, the event has been adapted to serve a modern 
purpose. Today, the organization “Acadiana Coup de Main” fundraises for local causes. In March 2015, the 
organization raised thousands to help a high school band attend the National Memorial Day Parade in Washington, 
DC (Jones 2015). 



	 142 

the horses. … Whatever, spend time in the country, because—like I said, my momma is from 

Mallet [an historically Creole enclave just outside of Opelousas], so we (are) always in the 

country” (Respondent #10, June 19, 2014). Incidentally, Maggie Fontenot chose not to 

categorize herself by race, but instead used her status as a rural-dweller, saying, “I’m just an old-

fashioned country girl” (Respondent #07, June 30, 2014). Her husband, who grew up on land his 

father farmed and spends his weekends trail-riding and shoeing horses, echoed these sentiments: 

“I’m just a country boy. I’m country” (Respondent #23, July 8, 2014). Similarly, Neil Bob 

exuberantly describes that “[My] family comes from farming and raising their own food and 

everything, so I am a country boy just living it up!” (Respondent #34, June 11, 2015).   

 Modern pop-country music is often interspersed with zydeco music at the trail ride, to the 

joy of attendees and to the confusion of outsiders who view its twangy sound and lyrical odes to 

rural living as the exclusive purview of whites. Indeed, prominent trail ride and concert organizer 

Paul Scott lamented the lost opportunities for sponsorship from the country music industry: 

“Texas country music stations—it’s not in their brain, it’s not on their radar that a lot of [the trail 

ride] attendees are black” (Respondent #25, July 25, 2014). He added that the anticipated surge 

in white attendance at such events if a prominent country musician were added to the lineup at 

trail ride concerts might finally “be that hint to say, ‘You are legitimate’” (Respondent #25, July 

25, 2014). 

 During the Civil War, Union troops drove off or consumed thousands of the almost 

70,000 cattle that ran the prairies and coastal marshes of the region; while most of the whites 

were at war, black slaves maintained order on the plantations, but many left for better 

opportunities in Texas. Many of the black Texan rodeo participants Pearson interviewed during 

his research on black rodeos are descended from former slaves who migrated from Louisiana and 
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Arkansas to the grasslands of the Texas Gulf Coast after the Civil War, attracted by labour 

demands and the opportunity to own land. In the mid-to-late nineteenth century, the black people 

in these areas were usually farmhands, domestic workers, and cowboys; sometimes they were 

employed as migrant farmers themselves (Pearson 2004, 192). By 1880, 400,000 African 

Americans were living in Texas, an increase of 150,000 over the course of only a decade (Gates 

2011, 183).  

 This figure, of course, includes the African Americans who had already been forcibly 

transported to the region as the slaves of European and Euroamerican settlers in the earlier part 

of the century; their labour was the backbone of the cotton plantations in East Texas and later 

they contributed significantly to the cattle industry (Massey and Barr 2004, x). Some of 

Pearson’s participants’ forebears were slaves brought to labour on these cotton or sugar 

plantations or cattle ranches in Fort Bend, Brazoria, Liberty, and Jefferson counties.  

 Often, the entire working crew on ranches was comprised of enslaved African Americans 

and they undertook all the dangerous and daunting tasks of cowboy life, including breaking 

horses. Porter notes that along the Texas Gulf Coast during the period he researched, 1866-1890, 

black cowhands were “particularly numerous” (Porter 1969, 348). Patton and Schedlock point 

out that some Native American tribes also held slaves and that these enslaved peoples gleaned 

skills and experience from these groups as well as Mexican vaqueros (Patton and Schedlock 

2011, 507).  

 

5.6 Race and the rodeo 

Acynthia Villery has fought vociferously for African Americans’ rightful place in the history and 

imaginary of the West. Villery, who has Creole heritage and identifies as African American, has 
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a family tradition strongly rooted in the black West; her uncles and grandfather started one of the 

first black rodeo associations in Southeastern Texas and Louisiana, and she was attending rodeos 

“in her mother’s womb” (Respondent #1, July 3, 2014). Villery is the secretary of the Bill Pickett 

Invitational Rodeo, which travels to more than 30 cities across the United States showcasing 

rodeo events such as barrel racing and bareback riding as well as promoting the little-recognized 

history of the black West. The rodeo’s founder, Lu Vason, dedicates the rodeo to the black 

cowboys and cowgirls of the past and those today who continue to embody its spirit. The only 

traveling black rodeo in the country, Vason explains “It is critical that we keep our Western 

culture heritage alive since the history books and movies have overlooked our contributions” 

(Cash 2002).  

 Vason was inspired by the story of Pickett, who was born in 1870 in Texas and famously 

invented the rodeo sport known originally as “bull dogging” (now called “steer wrestling”) and 

was a fierce competitor on the rodeo scene. In 1971, he became the first black cowboy to be 

inducted into the National Cowboy and Rodeo Hall of Fame (Dungee 1995; Cash 2002). Some 

consider him to best cowhand that ever lived (Katz 1996). The rodeo also supports summer 

camps and mentoring for children, in addition to giving out scholarships for rodeo fees and 

college expenses (Respondent #1, July 3, 2014). Villery is also the president of the Bill Pickett 

Trail Ride, which is in its 12th year. The all-weekend event features a rodeo as well as three 

nights of zydeco music, a nod to many of the attendees’ Creole heritage and culture (Joyce June 

2015). 

 One of the most remarkable accounts that emerged during my fieldwork is the little-

known story of how a handful of determined trail riders, led by one cowboy, integrated the 

Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo (HLSR). In 1956, James Francis (variously spelled 
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“Francie” and “Francies”) approached the then-named Houston Fat Stock Show to inquire about 

joining the trail ride that had begun as a yearly tradition four years earlier. The man he spoke to 

about this request warned that he could not offer Francis protection from racial animosity, and 

instead suggested that he start his own trail ride—so Francis created Prairie View Trail Ride 

(Peace 2007). The route began at Prairie View College, chosen in hopes of showcasing its 

connection to the agricultural world, and finished at the HLSR nearly a week later after 87 miles 

(Trail ride media guide 2015, 39). In 1963, Francis and a small contingent of fellow black trail 

riders, together comprising the Prairie View group, arrived downtown Houston for a parade to 

find that the riders were being herded into nearby Memorial Park due to traffic and 

overcrowding. However; the original owners of the land—who ceded it to the city in 1925—had 

written a mandate that no person of colour was to be allowed on site.31 After some debate, the 

mayor, the president of the rodeo, and other officials decided to allow the black riders to camp 

on a small piece of land in the back of the park, which Francis remembers as “boggy, boggy, 

boggy” (Peace 2007). 

 When they awoke, the National Guard, sheriff, and police were surrounding the park as 

protection, and his group endures racial abuses from other riders who uttered, “Where did those 

darkies come from?” (Peace 2007). Yet the integration was complete. Francis downplays the 

sweeping nature of his challenge to the racial order of the HLSR, stating “That’s one instance 

that I can say I saw desegregation and interrelations work without any bloodshed or without any 

																																																								
31 The existence of an official restriction on the presence of black people in Memorial Park has proven difficult to 
verify. In correspondence with the present management team of the Houston Memorial Park Conservancy, a 
representative from the Parks department shared the original deed restrictions and conditions placed on the property 
at the time of conveyance to the city of Houston, which does not mention restrictions on usage of the facility 
(personal correspondence, April 26, 2016). However, correspondence with a librarian from the city’s public library 
(personal correspondence, May 2, 2016) indicates that a ban on African Americans using the park would not have 
been unlikely, and the librarian cites Bradley who notes that “Emancipation Park was the only public park in 
Houston black citizens were allowed to use until the 1950s” (Bradley 2014, 6). Given that the Civil Rights Act, 
which ended segregation in public accommodations, was not passed until the year after Francis’ historic ride (1964), 
the restrictions he describes in his story are rendered increasingly likely.  
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really open confrontation or protests. It opened the doors, and we never had any protests… it just 

came about” (Peace 2007). Though he did not overly align himself with the Civil Rights 

Movement, his actions contested the presumed free mobility of whites and the circumscribed, 

immobilized position of blacks. His actions certainly fall into the black radical tradition, if not in 

a conventional sense, and help us to expand perceptions of what constitutes resistance. Francis’ 

actions echo that of black racecar driver Scott, whose “biography prompts us to consider the 

African-American resistance that lies beyond debates over formal political rights but is 

nevertheless crucial to cultural citizenship and justice” (Alderman and Inwood 2016, 3). By 

1992, the Prairie View trail riders had a lead position as the front “trail” in the park; one middle-

aged rider, who recalls Mr. Francis telling the integration story every year, notes that “When I 

started riding, we were up front, the first group you see when you come through. … And 

(Francis) always used to talk about how far he came to where he’s at now” (Respondent #30, 

July 10, 2014).  

 Another trailblazer, 80-year-old Paul Cleveland, won calf-roping in the HLSR in 1966. 

He came from a hardscrabble background, growing up on a farm that lacked electricity and 

indoor plumbing, where his father was a sharecropper and ranch foreman and where he rode his 

first horse at age 6. In his mid-twenties, during an era when he was barred from participating in 

most “white rodeos” at county fairs, he was already an expert horse trainer for whites. In 2008 he 

was inducted into the National Multicultural Western Heritage Museum’s Hall of Fame where 

his accomplishments as “one of the early pioneer rodeo cowboys” are celebrated (Horswell 

2016). This hard-won fight for equal footing in Texas’ western scene by Francis, Cleveland, and 

others has led elders to express frustration with the conduct of younger trail riders, whose 

behaviour they believe jeopardizes their reputation as serious horsemen and women:  
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Well, these groups [early trail riders] fought to be a part of this, 
and the only way that they could be a part—they had to adhere to 
these rules. So Prairie View got in and they did what they were 
supposed to do to show them that we are just as [much] cowboys 
as you are. …So why now—you are going back to the 
stereotyping. We are trying to stop letting them stereotyping us. 
When they see black people they think that this is what it is about. 
But it’s not. We are cowboys. … Because I don’t think people 
look at the history part of what and where we come from. … 
When I look at it I appreciate these people going through what 
they went through for us to even be able to ride downtown, to go 
through the streets of downtown, to be a part of the Houston 
Livestock Show and Rodeo. (Respondent #29, July 3, 3014) 

 
 In an attempt to encourage young people to take up horsemanship and to educate about 

the little-known role of cowboys of colour, Southwestern Trail Riders—another black group in 

existence since 1973—has generated over $80,000 in youth scholarships in addition to winning 

numerous awards from the HLSR, most recently the 2014 “Best Parade Trail Ride” (Trail ride 

media guide 2015, 63). They take one day out of their week-long trek downtown to visit 

elementary schoolers, bringing a slew of wagons and allowing the children to participate in a 

trail ride (Respondent #29, July 3, 2014). One of its members, T-90, pays homage to Dr. Martin 

Luther King Jr. in an annual parade he spearheaded decades ago (“when I first started, there was 

nobody doing that”) that attracts up to two thousand riders to Houston annually (Respondent #28, 

July 3, 2014) (Figure 5). 

 Other trail-riding clubs’ efforts coalesce around assuring the social reproduction of the 

black community, as well as imbuing youth with a sense of their proud Western heritage. 

Southwest Trail Riders, a black club, prioritizes community service and youth programs; they 

hold an annual “fun day” for children that teaches them horsemanship and promotes teamwork. 

They also focus on causes of critical import to the black community through contributions to the 

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Centre and The Third Ward Multipurpose Centre; the latter is a 
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community centre located in a historically black neighbourhood that was home to Houston’s first 

lunch counter sit-in (Feldman 2014; Trail ride media guide 2015, 57). Prairie View holds a food 

drive every Thanksgiving and collaborates on a community garden project (Trail ride media 

guide 2015, 39). The focus of these clubs’ efforts on the social reproduction of the black 

community fall into the realm of everyday resistance as articulated by Heynen and Alderman, as 

the trail riders’ work helps to assure the perpetuation of the black community through funding 

services and opportunities for youth. Alderman and Inwood further note that “The struggle to 

survive is a bodily act and black resistance is grounded in meeting the material conditions of the 

body within an unjust and life-threatening socioeconomic system” (Alderman and Inwood 2016, 

8). Northeastern Trail Riders hold a poignant annual ritual for the members of their community 

whose survival is in jeopardy; they circle their wagons to “protect their own against illiteracy, 

drug abuse and the loss of their heritage” (Trail ride media guide 2015, 27) 

 Of the four African-American trail-riding groups that participate in the HLSR Trail Ride, 

Northeastern holds a special significance for exploring the negotiation between black and Creole 

identities and how these fused or multiple identities relate to cowboy heritage and culture. 

Hailing from Cheek, Texas—just south of Beaumont and about a half hour from the Louisiana 

border—the group rides 108 miles to Memorial Park for the kick-off of the HLSR each year. 

These cultural connections with Louisiana Creoles are actually ancestral ones. Black Louisianans 

poured into Texas in the early days of the oil rush; migrants could transcend the menial labour 

opportunities available to them in Louisiana, if only marginally. Others fled the effects of the 

Mississippi Flood of 1927, which disproportionately affected the black community due to their 

dependence on agriculture for their livelihood. By 1930, Beaumont’s percentage of Louisiana-

born blacks had increased to 60 percent (Chambers 2014, 133). Many of Northeastern’s members 
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have Creole heritage and a reporter who joined them on the trail last year noted, “zydeco is a 

near-constant soundtrack throughout the seven-day ride” (Binkovitz 2015). 

 An affinity for zydeco music has accompanied the migration of Creoles; Jasper notes that 

the Southwestern organization, as well, hosts a kick-off party featuring zydeco music owing to 

“the increase of the Creole population in this part of Texas and the music’s association with rural 

life” (Jasper 2015). The diffusion of Creole culture and its subsequent fusion with the black trail-

riding groups in Texas also serves as a metaphor for Creole identity more broadly, existing as an 

element both a part of and apart from the black American mainstream. Pearson describes zydeco 

music’s top billing within the black rodeo circuit due to its historical and ethnic significance, 

right alongside his showcasing of Juneteenth, considered Independence Day for African 

Americans in Texas and of especial importance to the rodeo-goers and athletes. Similarly, the 

Northeastern Trail Riders play zydeco music and favour gumbo, but they also call upon the 

legacy of the Buffalo Soldiers, the famed African-American cavalry, during their daily circling 

of the wagons send-off ritual. Creole and black elements of identity for many cowboys/cowgirls 

in Southeastern Texas and Southwestern Louisiana defy separation.   

 

5.7 Conclusion 

Horsemen and women bear their identity as a source of immense pride, for both those who 

identify as Creole and those who identify as black. The legacy of land ownership was common to 

many of my interviewees and this, in turn, permitted a measure of freedom, whether it was a 

large ranch or a small plot. And during an era before automobility, having land meant having a 

horse, and a horse meant transportation. Conversely, the passing of this land through generations 

and the ongoing importance of property ownership demonstrate a fixedness and a sense of 
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attachment to home that complements—not contradicts—the mobility that horsemanship 

allowed.  

 Insofar as restricting African-American mobility has been a part of the racial project of 

the United States for the entirety of its existence, so, too, has been the counter-movement and 

resistance of black Americans (Alderman, Kingsbury, and Dwyer 2013; Alderman and Inwood 

2016). This counter-mobility took many forms: escaping from slavery, migrating to cities or to 

the North in search of a better life, moving from plantation to plantation in attempts to better the 

conditions of a sharecropping existence, and organizing their own networks of transportation in 

order to uphold their revolutionary bus boycotts, to name but a few. Francis and Cleveland, path 

breaking black cowboys, may not have conceived of themselves as radicals or of their actions as 

political, yet this is their effect all the same. They insisted on their right to movement and to 

participation in a social and physical setting that rendered them immobile, not unlike the actions 

of Scott, whose tactics on and off the racetrack allowed him to survive. The black horsemen’s 

very existence undermines the trope that unrestricted mobility is the domain of whites. The 

historical contributions of Creole and black cowboys to the settlement and cattle ranching 

ecology of Louisiana and Texas—the echoes of which are abundantly evident in their rural 

lifeways and horse culture, particularly recreational trail-riding—are finally coming to light. 

 The black horsemen’s display of mobility is as striking as it is unsettling for those who 

conceive of the West as the domain of white men, a perspective that eliminates not only the 

contributions of black Americans but also those of Native Americans, Hispanics, and women. 

Penrose’s conclusions about the importance of the Aboriginal Canadians’ present-day rodeo 

engagements for demanding their place in history are equally as instructive for the Creole 

cowboy: 
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The underlying message is that Indians [sic] consistently defy the 
passivity that has been ascribed to them and that, like other 
marginalized groups, they retain agency in processes of identity 
formation and category construction. Indians were among the first 
working—and rodeo—cowboys, and they have not relinquished 
this identity, despite considerable pressures to do so. (Penrose 
2003, 699) 
 

 The black cowboy as the mythological American hero who took a pioneering role in 

settling the frontier is fundamentally incompatible with the historical and present-day attempts to 

render blacks immobile, and this is why the stories of Creole and black cowboys in Louisiana 

and Texas are all the more remarkable and need to be told now more than ever. In the following 

chapter, I turn my attention to the trail riders of Southwestern Louisiana who are facing 

increasing restrictions upon the mobility inherent to their cultural performances in the public 

sphere.  
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Figure 5: T-90, founder of Houston’s annual MLK ride, on horseback. Provided by T-90 and 
used with permission. 
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Chapter 6 

Democracy and public space in Louisiana’s Creole trail rides 

 

6.1 Introduction 

In the woods and prairies of Southwestern Louisiana on any given Sunday, it is not uncommon 

to hear the galloping of horses and the strains of zydeco music as hundreds of riders dance, sing, 

and celebrate along backcountry roads (Figure 6). These are the sights and sounds of the Creole 

trail ride: one of Louisiana’s most under-studied and fascinating traditions. On trail ride 

weekends hundreds of riders come dressed in country-Western attire, right down to their 

colourful cowboy boots adorned with wristbands of events past. Their matching trail-riding club 

shirts inscribed with creative monikers—“B About It Riders,” “Mixed Breed Riders,”—proclaim 

affiliations to a particular libation, hometown, ethnic group, or lifestyle. This traditional practice 

of trail-riding creates a space of belonging and site of cultural identity within the racialized 

context of the South; it is a form of both showcasing and preserving the living history of those 

people who identify as Creole. 

 Racial chasms have powerful historical echoes that present in erasures within the 

accepted narrative of the past in the American South, although historical geographers and others 

have drawn attention to the significant and little-known role that black cowboys played in the 

shaping of the cattle ranching industry in Texas and western Louisiana (Sluyter 2012). Indeed, 

while African-American cowboys might seem out of place in popular understandings of ranching 

origins, their historical role in the settlement and agriculture of these regions is inarguable, as 

detailed in the previous chapter. This historical cowboy culture endures today in the form of 

black rodeo cowboys as well as the Creole (also referred to in older sources as black Creoles or 
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Creoles of colour) trail rides (Figure 7). Outsiders tend to emphasize the high-profile Cajun 

traditions, such as the predominately white rural Mardi Gras “runs,” which involve groups of 

costumed participants on horseback engaging in ritualized play32 (Ware 2003); however, 

Louisiana’s Creole communities also boast rich and complex pasts that informs their individual 

and community identity.  

Using the theoretical frameworks of public space and festival—drawing upon Mitchell, 

Staeheli, Guss, Regis, and others —and conceptualizations of democracy and citizenship as 

conceived by Young, Fraser, and others, this chapter will demonstrate how Louisiana’s Creole 

populations employ their unique history and ethnocultural traditions to claim both exceptionality 

and belonging in the exclusionary environment of the American South. Briefly, I also highlight 

the community involvement of trail-riding groups, positing that they fulfill a critical social and 

financial role and placing their activities within the broader historical framework of black mutual 

aid and cooperative societies. Throughout, I consider the following research questions: how do 

the members of these communities negotiate their group’s relationship, in terms of participation 

and citizenship, to other Louisianans? In the presence of ongoing social segregation and 

discrimination, how do their traditional practices, such as trail-riding, create a space of belonging 

for group members? Do these practices allow them greater recognition from and participation in 

mainstream American society? How does the case of the Step-N-Strut trail ride shed light on 

																																																								
32 It is important to note that both Creole and Cajun peoples have annual Mardi Gras traditions (Gaudet 2001). 
However, traditional Mardi Gras amongst Creoles is a more isolated phenomenon compared both to trail-riding and 
to Cajun Mardi Gras runs. Similarly, those who identify as Cajun do trail ride, but according to interviewees it is 
much less formalized and it is more common to find the occasional Cajun attendee at a trail ride or occasionally as a 
member of a predominately black group than it is to find all-white trail-riding groups, which have become 
increasingly rare. When asked about the status of white people in trail-riding clubs, participant #35 responded, 
“They don’t mix too much, for whatever reason. But I do have white people that come to the trail ride and enjoy 
themselves” (Respondent #35, June 13, 2015). Interviewees almost uniformly applauded the presence of non-blacks 
at trail rides and insisted that anybody is welcome: “You have whites with the black groups. I love it like that. It’s 
showing that everybody’s together, you know?” (Respondent #34, June 11, 2015). 
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particular cultural and racial tensions as groups struggle for who “belongs” in this democratic 

public sphere? Special attention will be paid to public space as dialogic—as a site of contestation 

and resistance—and as a deeply political arena. 

 

6.2 Democracy, public space, and festival: The trail ride 

6.2.1 Democracy and public space 

The work of Young and other scholars provides an apt lens through which to examine how the 

voices of members of racialized groups, such as the Creole people, can be heard (or silenced) 

within a democracy. For a perspective that can be particularly valuable when exploring how 

Creole status as a distinct group can be a source of strength in exercising individuals’ citizenship 

rights, I turn first to Young and then explore what insights Allen, Mitchell, and others can offer 

to draw out the relationship between democracy and public space. 

 As democracy stands today, it rarely takes justice into account; in fact, where serious 

socio-economic and racial inequalities exist, democracy in its current form can actually 

exacerbate these injustices as marginalized groups’ voices can be left out of formally democratic 

processes. Most of what appear to be cultural recognition demands, Young argues, are actually 

demands to remedy structural inequality. For example, most of the claims African-American 

activists make focus on stronger punishments for hate crimes, improved access to education, and 

removal of institutional barriers: 

Making many of these claims involves asserting that African 
Americans as a group are positioned differently from other people 
in American society, and sometimes activists also assert a pride in 
African-American cultural forms and solidarity. The primary 
claims to justice, however, refer to experiences of structural 
inequality more than cultural difference. (Young 2000, 105) 

 



	 159 

Although those who identify as Creole are not making explicit claims for the redress of broader 

injustices or the removal of institutional obstacles, the restrictions placed on Step-N-Strut and 

other trail rides illustrate how the limiting of cultural activities cannot be extricated from broader 

social and racial inequalities.  

 Young advocates disorderliness as a tool for critical communication that serves a vital 

role in calling attention to the “unreasonableness” of others in a polity, whether this 

unreasonableness has constituted stereotyping, monopolizing the debate, or the usage of higher 

social standing to close down discussion altogether. Democracy inherently breeds struggle, and 

creative protest is a valued and essential method of voicing group-specific concerns. Indeed, the 

Creoles’ “creative protests,” and debates about the value of their culture, play out in a highly 

visible, if not overtly political, manner in Louisiana’s public forums: in community hearings, on 

radio airwaves, and from atop horses on the state’s roadways.  

 Allen sagely notes that the ideal of the “oneness” of a democratic people is but a well-

crafted myth. Using a 1957 photograph of the integration of Central High School in Little Rock, 

Arkansas as her analytical text, she asserts that Elizabeth Eckford, the student pictured 

attempting to integrate the institution, simply does not possess the same experience of citizenship 

as does her accoster, Hazel Bryan (shown with a visage of hatred and disgust aimed at Eckford). 

According to Allen, “Though they were members of the same democracy, each was expert … in 

a different etiquette of citizenship: dominance on the one hand and acquiescence on the other” 

(Allen 2009, 13). Allen points out that “deep rules” govern interaction in public spaces, such as 

those enacted by Eckford and Bryan above, and help to ensure political order.   

What happens, then, when this “etiquette of citizenship” is upset and political order is 

challenged? According to Mitchell, groups’ efforts to guarantee their rights involve creating a 
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public space for representation where individuals’ and groups’ interests and needs are not only 

made visible but are debated, recognized, or eliminated (Mitchell 2003, 33).33 Public space is 

crucial to an understanding of the trail-riding activities of the Creole people, who through their 

cultural performances create this space for representation and visibility in the public arena: 

… what makes a space public … is often not its preordained 
“publicness.” Rather, it is when, to fulfill a pressing need, some 
group or another takes space and through its actions makes it public. 
The very act of representing one’s group (or to some extent one’s 
self) to a larger public creates a space for representation. 
Representation both demands space and creates space. (Mitchell 
2003, 35) 

 
It is in this sense, of standing up and demanding to be counted, that members of a marginalized 

group position themselves as legitimate members of society; for this reason, public space is 

absolutely crucial to the functioning of democracy (Mitchell 1995; Fraser 1990). Following 

Fraser (1990) and Harvey (1992), Mitchell notes that marginalized groups’ successful struggles 

for rights (such as efforts by women, African Americans, gay people, and the homeless) have led 

ruling socio-economic interests to reshape public spaces to limit such groups’ democratic power. 

As a result, the public sphere has become increasingly regulated and planned (Mitchell 2003), a 

corollary to which can be seen in the case of ever-increasing restrictions placed on trail-riding.  

Staeheli and Thompson capture many themes prevalent in the Creoles’ claims to practice 

their traditions in the public sphere. They describe the experience of countercultural groups’ 

attempts to lay claim to a public space in Boulder, CO in which they challenged privatization and 

																																																								
33 Habermas’ treatise The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, in which he draws upon materials from 
history, law, sociology, and other fields to describe the “emergence, transformation, and disintegration of the 
bourgeois public sphere,” is considered to be one of the foundational texts on the subject (Habermas 1991, xi). 
Habermas asserts that the “liberal public sphere” developed within the historical context of the early capitalist 
system fuelled by the rise of the mercantilist system and of the press. The development of the press was particularly 
important as it allowed the new state authorities to address “the public,” which was not the common people but 
rather the rising bourgeois class. In Habermas’ conceptualization, the intertwining of state and society by the late 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries brought the end of the liberal public sphere, rendering it an historical artifact of a 
particular epoch with no equivalent today (Habermas 1991). 
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claimed territory through graffiti. The city administration, residents, and local merchants also 

became implicated in the controversy over the nature of this space and the nature of community 

and citizenship. Staeheli and Thompson build on Mitchell’s work, which notes that it is difficult 

for marginalized groups to achieve the necessary physical spaces for the arenas that Fraser terms 

“subaltern counterpolitics,” given that government institutions and others curtail and manipulate 

access to public space (Staeheli and Thompson 1997). This observation resonates strongly with 

the circumstances Creole trail riders face, as they find the physical spaces necessary to enact 

these traditions increasingly circumscribed. 

 

6.2.2 Festival and cultural performance 

Until relatively recently, anthropologists and folklorists conceived of festive forms as unitary, as 

expressions of a collective understanding or consciousness (Guss 2000). This perception was 

fuelled by the ahistorical nature of anthropological study prevalent at the time. Guss describes 

that “with the absence of such time depth (often the consequence of single viewings), it has been 

difficult to present alternatives to the belief that such rites are simply mechanisms for the 

maintenance of ‘social solidarity’” (Guss 2000, 3-4). When anthropologists did begin to 

understand the importance of historicity, the contemporary forces of modernity were viewed at 

odds with—or fundamentally incompatible with—the small, bounded communities under study. 

In a more recent perspective that better allows for the hybridity and complexity of culture, 

inspired by Hannerz (1992) and others, Guss views cultural performances as dramatizations that 

“enable participants to understand, criticize, and even change the worlds in which they live” 

(Guss 2000, 9).  
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 Regis explores how power relations relate to cultural performance through an 

examination of New Orleans’ African-American parading traditions; she describes how these 

festivities challenge negative media representations of blackness and “[inscribe the paraders’] 

individual and collective identities onto the landscape of the contested city” (Regis 1999, 482).  

Regis highlights a specific funeral parade that transgressed the spatial and racial boundaries of 

New Orleans as it wove through the Garden District, where blacks are rarely seen except in roles 

as gardeners or maids. In New Orleans’ “second line” parading tradition—in which black 

benevolent societies host a parade with a brass band followed by a “second line” of family, 

friends, and members of other societies—Regis notes how “the majority of participants in this 

tradition are not ‘owners’ of homes, real estate, or large public businesses. Yet, through the 

transformative experience of the parade, they become owners of the streets (Regis 1999, 478).” 

In a similar way, the nature of a trail ride—today occurring mainly on public roadways—allows 

for increased visibility and powerful physical presence (hooves clacking, music playing) of a 

group that might otherwise occupy the (figurative) margins. Paraders choose routes and stops 

that reflect community memory, respectability, tradition, social ties, and the local economy 

(Regis 1999). In the context of trail rides, many interviewees stated that the first trail rides began 

from and returned to their local Catholic Church, an important source of strength and community 

for members (Respondent #6, June 25, 2014). Other routes were originally chosen based on 

social ties (Respondent #11, June 30, 2014; Langley, LeJeune, and Oubre 1997 [?]). 

 

6.3 Creoles in “Cajun Country” 

Scholars believe that these Creole people are partially descended from the Acadians/Cajuns, 

some of whom kept slaves and entered into putatively consensual relationships with them 
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(Spitzer 1986, 73). Their ancestors can also include Continental French and Spanish, African-

diaspora descendants from the Caribbean, and Native Americans (Spitzer 2003, 62). The words 

of one of my informants sum up the perspective of the majority of those I interviewed, who share 

that although their culture may be what they term Creole, today most consider their race to be 

black:  

For us, especially south Louisiana, we know we are black. 
Unequivocally. And we identify as black. Now, of course, there are 
all these other influences in us, but we come from my shade [light-
skinned] to pitch black. (Respondent #5, June 30, 2014) 
 

 Geographically, the Creole people who are the focus of this chapter have been 

concentrated in the prairie of St. Landry Parish (particularly near the city of Opelousas) and the 

prairie and plantation areas of St. Martin Parish (particularly along Bayou Teche). From the 

1930s forward, many Creoles and African Americans moved into the cities and towns of the 

region and to cities in the eastern part of Texas with the rise of agricultural mechanization and 

the discovery of oil (Spitzer 1986). Neither the socio-economic status nor the image of the 

Creoles has enjoyed the same upward momentum as the Cajuns and ongoing racial frictions 

complicate relations between the two groups. Despite the fact that both the Cajuns and the Creole 

peoples share geographic space, draw upon a linked history, and enjoy overlapping food and 

music traditions, “equally significant are the gulfs of prejudice and identity which separate these 

kindred communities” (Brasseaux 2005, 114-115). A New York Times article on the city of 

Lafayette’s separate Mardi Gras parading traditions vividly illustrates these conflicts, noting that 

the “krewes,” or parade organizations, remain entirely separated by race and form essentially a 

“white parade” followed by a “black parade.” When asked about the cleavages between the two 

groups one of the organizers of the white parade stated, “You have to preserve your race. You’re 
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white men and you mix it with anything, it will never be white again. You have to teach your 

children to stay with what they are” (Kemp 2000).   

 

6.4 Trail-riding, past and present 

There is a paucity of documentation about the Creole trail-riding tradition’s origins, perhaps due 

to its status as a non-mainstream cultural tradition. It does garner passing mentions in scholarly 

works, in terms of trail-riding as a common tradition preceding a wedding or boucherie 

(communal hog-killing) (Maguire 1989; Tisserand 1998) and in niche publications about folklife 

(Langley, LeJeune, and Oubre 1997 [?]; Broussard 2013) or tourism in the region (McNulty 

2011). Sandmel and Olivier also shed light on the pastime as a part of the cowboy-influenced 

culture of Southwestern Louisiana and Southeastern Texas:  

To the frequent surprise of many visitors, cowboy culture is  
deeply engrained in south Louisiana’s Creole and Cajun 
communities. On the rural prairies, horses were a vital energy 
source for farming and transportation well into the twentieth 
century. While that need has diminished, the recreational appeal of 
riding horses remains strong. Riding is also an important practical 
skill in south Louisiana’s extensive cattle-ranching industry … 
(Sandmel and Olivier 1999, 82)  
 

 Multiple and overlapping origins of the trail rides are possible. Creole Magazine, 

published in the city of Lafayette from 1990–1997 and committed to the promotion of Creole 

culture and identity, dedicated its September 1991 issue to the topic. The author, a recent 

transplant from Texas, describes that “There was a beer wagon, a soft drink wagon, and of 

course, there was a music wagon belting out pre-recorded zydeco. ... Perhaps the most 

impressive aspect was the warmth and friendship shared by those on the ride” (Porter 1991, 6-7). 

Longtime rider “Pop” Buxie from Jennings described how the rides began as “camp-outs” in the 

earlier part of the century. After hard weeks working in the fields and with little disposable 
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income, residents would meet up with their horses and contribute a small food item for the sauce 

piquante (a traditional communal dish) and someone would take up the accordion. William 

Hamilton, owner of Hamilton’s Club in Lafayette, described the formalization of the trail rides 

about 30 years earlier and “now there is a ride schedule for 52 weekends a year and people from 

Texas to Florida come and enjoy themselves. It’s just clean fun” (Porter 1991, 8). These 

interviews make clear the tradition’s historical linkages as well as its enduring importance. 

Despite significant changes in the scale and promotion of the events, today remarkable 

similarities with Porter’s 1991 description exist: the shirts proclaiming trail ride group 

affiliations, the Western attire, and the collectables from events previously attended. Le 

Menestrel notes a generational shift towards an urban aesthetic that, she posits, “is not 

necessarily at odds with the image of the cowboy, which maintains its aura and continues to be 

celebrated by a younger generation of zydeco fans, whether they are of rural origin or urbanites” 

(Le Menestrel 2015, 222). (See Figures 8 and 9). 

 From the interviews that I conducted, three main—and likely overlapping—origins of 

trail-riding came to light: as a fundraiser for local Catholic churches or community centres, as a 

family outing that evolved from an era where horses were used for transportation and everyday 

life on the farm (as Respondent #5 put it, “It was really just a social gathering, something to do 

in the middle of nowhere!” (July 9, 2014)) and as an homage to ancestral black cattlemen and 

women. Respondent #15, a respected elder, summarized his understanding of the history of trail 

rides: 

As you very well know, the first cowboy happened to be black. 
And that was a means of travel. And also it was a means of 
entertainment, getting together. ... It represented what was a culture 
or an activity, a means of survival, travelling from one location to 
another, was through trail rides on horse, wagons, and all of that. 
But trail rides are just a reenactment of what took place many years 
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ago, and the belief of the importance of a horse ... because that was 
a means of their transportation. A person who, a man, was 
identified as a certain status based upon how he cared for his horse. 
... And, so, they would parade and they’d get together and show off 
their horses. (Respondent #15, July 16, 2014) 

 
Other less common origins offered were that formalized trail-riding, similar to what is seen today 

with an admission fee, began due to the expense of caring for horses; Respondent #11 suggests 

that going to trail-riding events to support each other helped to offset the costs of feeding and 

caring for animals (Respondent #11, July 9, 2014). Respondent #34, today President of the 

Rainbow Trailride Association, asserted that recreational trail-riding grew out of rural Creole 

Mardi Gras events, which involves a begging ritual on horseback to gather ingredients for a 

communal celebratory gumbo (Respondent #34, June 11, 2015).  

 One of the few publications that highlights trail-riding, Le Reveil des fetes: Revitalized 

celebrations and performance traditions, published by Louisiana State University at Eunice, 

provides an account of trail-riding as it was in the 1990s (Langley, LeJeune, and Oubre 1997 

[?]). Longtime rider Rex Mills detailed how he visited his family’s ranch in Branch, Louisiana, 

from Houston each summer as a youth, and that he and his wife, Yvonne, hold multiple rides per 

year on that property. He elaborated his understanding of the roots of Creole trail rides, gleaned 

from his great-uncle: “(A)t first the rides were casual, just a group of friends getting together to 

have a good time. Most people who live in the country have always had a few horses on their 

property. ... As interest began to grow, the riders began to form associations to organize things 

better. Now trail ride organizations encompass most of Southwest Louisiana and parts of Texas” 

(Langley, LeJeune, and Oubre 1997 [?], 26).  

 Another element on which this publication and my interviews shed light is the role of 

women in the trail-riding and equine subculture present in the region. By most accounts, in the 
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earlier days of trail-riding, a strong gender divide existed; Respondent #29 intimated that 

although roping was the rodeo event about which she was most passionate, she did not have the 

opportunity to hone her skills as she would “always have to sit and wait until the guys got 

through [with it]” (Respondent #29, July 3, 2014). At middle age, when she reflects on that 

period she noted that there were very few women who were a part of rodeoing and trail-riding. In 

the nineties, Rex and Yvonne Mills noted that female riders were more common than in the early 

days of trail-riding. They later mention that women can ride on a wagon or drive the wagon in a 

position called a “mule skinner”—which Respondent #29 in fact held before she could obtain a 

horse of her own—but that “most of the ladies who are serious riders ride their own horses” 

(Respondent #29, July 3, 2014; Langley, LeJeune, and Oubre 1997 [?], 31).  

 A middle-aged female respondent was pleased to share that she grew up a part of her 

mother’s trail-riding group, the Opelousas Lady Trail Riders, which held the first women’s trail 

ride (Respondent #7, June 30, 2014). Today, I noted that a handful of groups are segmented into 

sub-groups for their male and female riders; for instance, the Phenomenal Katz are the female 

counterpart to the Palamino Riders (Respondent #10, June 19, 2014), while the Buckwild Riders 

are the male counterpart to the all-women Buckwild Divas (Respondent #7, June 30, 2014). 

Interviewees stated that the bulk of duties are shared across genders, although on the ride it is 

usually a male who is the flagperson (the association representative who leads the riders and 

keeps order on the route), which I also noticed during my attending events (Respondent #20, July 

24, 2014). Men will also more commonly drive the trucks with the trailers attached during the 

ride (Respondent #10, June 19, 2014). One female respondent, however, insisted that all 

responsibilities for the ride are shared: 

(A)nything from organizing, setting up the vendors, to getting the 
tent set up, to all the press and everything else prior, going out to 
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[get] whatever type of license I need to obtain, to getting there, to 
picking up trash, to parking, to dealing with issues ... the gate and 
everything else. It’s not gender. It’s not. (Respondent #1, July 3, 
2014) 

 
 An important difference between today’s rides and rides of the past was that when trail-

riding began in its modern, more formalized form—according to most interviewed, 

approximately 30 years ago—it was more common for the horseback ride to be held on actual 

trails or to meander through pastures, whereas today they are typically held on public 

roadways.34 Another change, to be discussed further below, is the sharp increase in security and 

police presence, now legally required at rides in most parishes. Respondent #11 indicated a much 

simpler process decades ago: “When I gave my ride, fifteen years ago, I gave it in Eunice. I went 

to the substation in Eunice, told the dispatcher I was having a ride this weekend, I needed two 

officers. Two officers were sent, and that was the extent of it” (Respondent #11, June 30, 2014).  

 Many other elements, though, endure, including the schedule; on Friday, the serving of a 

“cowboy stew” for attendees (a free, hearty mixed meat stew with rice), with a DJ and dancing in 

the evening; Saturday, cooking and visiting amongst attendees—many of who come with an RV 

or camper—with possibly a short horseback ride, followed by a DJ or band in the evening; 

Sunday, a longer horseback ride with a designated resting place halfway along the route, 

followed by one or two bands in the late afternoon/early evening. One element present in 

Louisiana trail rides of the past but that I have not heard of in their present incarnation is a multi-

day ride, such as that described by Ulysses Charles that involved an 18-20 mile ride from Cecilia 

to Leonville (Broussard 2013, 113), or as one of my interviewees explained: “If it was a long 

weekend, it might be a two or three day trail ride. ... And every stop overnight you’d have bands 

playing—Cajun music, zydeco music—(and) people barbecuing” (Respondent #6, June 25, 

																																																								
34 One notable exception is the Pineywoods Trailride, held every Labour Day weekend for the past 31 years. 
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2014). In Texas, the main trail-riding event of the year still today is a weeklong trail ride that 

starts from rural areas and small towns and ends in downtown Houston, kicking off the Houston 

Livestock Show and Rodeo (see Chapter 5 for more detail). 

 

6.4.1 Trail-riding: A tradition under fire 

The Step-N-Strut event, typically regarded as the biggest and best-attended trail ride of the year, 

provides a unique case study that speaks to the socio-cultural value of trail rides as well as the 

ongoing tensions between members of the Creole population and their Cajun neighbours. 

Usually taking place in St. Landry Parish over three days in November of each year, Step-N-

Strut boasts a line-up of well-known zydeco musicians that propels it into the realm of trail ride-

cum-music festival.  

 In December 2010, the St. Landry Parish Council proposed to ban the Step-N-Strut trail 

ride after numerous citizens (non trail ride participants) complained of illegal trash disposal, 

trespassing, and public urination along the horseback riding route, a large part of which is held 

on Highway 31. Based on interviews and newspaper archives, it appears that although the trail 

rides’ surge in popularity began within the past decade, the scale and visibility of Step-N-Strut 

marked it as a catalyst for increasing restrictions on the practice. A 2013 article notes that St. 

Landry Parish has drafted several ordinances over the past five years to address the rapid growth 

in attendance at these events (Johnson 2013). (See Figure 10). 

 At a St. Landry Parish Council meeting, councilmember Jay Guidry spoke to the 

perceived contrast between “traditional” rides like the Mardi Gras runs and the Creole trail rides: 

“Before we say we want to get rid of all trail rides, we really need to look at that, because you 

start to affect your traditional things like Mardi Gras runs and things that have been existence for 
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hundreds of years and have benefits” (emphasis mine) (Anfenson-Comeau 2010). This 

contentious language sparked the ire of Step-N-Strut organizers and participants. On February 7, 

2011 Council Attorney Andrea West reported to the council that she had met with the Step-N-

Strut legal representative Pride Doran, who was dismayed that the proposition to ban the event 

had been made without allowing representatives from Step-N-Strut to present their side of the 

debate. Fraser’s insights are particularly instructive here as she notes that subordinated groups 

are marginalized in the official public sphere: “We should question whether it is possible even in 

principle for interlocutors to deliberate as if they were social peers … when these discursive 

arenas are situated in a larger societal context that is pervaded by structural relations of 

dominance and subordination” (Fraser 1990, 65). 

  In the council meeting, councilmember Pam Gautreau suggested lowering the number of 

permitted participants to 250, excepting Mardi Gras runs, but Councilmember Red expressed 

concerns about a cultural double-standard: “We just approved the Eunice [a Louisiana city 

located about a half hour from Opelousas] Mardi Gras, which has 800 riders also, but we can’t 

approve one and not allow others; that’s being hypocritical. This is a cultural event on both 

sides” (Anfenson-Comeau 2011c). In my subsequent research and communications with 

administrators from other parishes where trail-riding is popular, I took note of a similar pattern of 

validating Cajun cultural events vis-à-vis Creole activities. When asked what variations were 

present in the approval process for the two groups’ events, if any, the secretary-treasurer for 

Acadia Parish noted that there is a “big difference” between trail rides and Mardi Gras runs, 

which are considered “heritage celebrations” (Richard Latiolais, phone conversation with author, 

July 16th, 2014).   
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 The perceived hypocrisy of the potential trail-riding ban rose to the forefront of a 

contentious public hearing on the trail ride issue on February 16, 2011. Step-N-Strut legal 

counsel Doran urged the Parish Council not to rush to judgment, reminding council that it draws 

up to 30,000 people each year and is an economic boon for the region. A representative from the 

Texas trail-riding clubs was also present and stated that at least 190 Texan trail-riding groups 

come to Louisiana every year for the event. St. Landry Parish Sheriff Bobby J. Guidroz 

presented the documented complaints from Step-N-Strut, Eunice Mardi Gras, and other trail 

rides; 210 complaints were filed about Step-N-Strut over the past three years, two about the 

Eunice Mardi Gras, and fourteen about a third trail ride. Although Guidroz stated he not against 

trail rides, he concluded,  “We should not be catering to people who will be coming to St. Landry 

Parish and causing trouble” (Anfenson-Comeau 2011b).  

 One of my interviewees, a professor at the University of Louisiana at Lafayette, linked 

the disproportionate complaints filed about trail rides to the broader patterns of criminalization of 

people of colour:  

It’s about hegemony over others, it’s about control of others, 
initially, and all the way through. That’s what it’s about. … Look at 
the blotter page of the news. Every day. There’s more crimes 
reported. … Half of them it’s because they didn’t have their 
seatbelts buckled. … And the others, it’s like a petty crime of some 
kind or some sort. And then it’s all the same colour. … And then if 
you wanted to study that historically… it’s the same thing. The 
blacks are on the paper as criminals. They are criminalized, 
demonized, and that’s just a strategy of control. That’s all it is. 
(Respondent #39, July 22, 2014) 

 
McKittrick positions such racial profiling as part of a larger effort to deny the humanity of 

people of colour—concomitant with other “death-dealing” activities such as imprisonment, 

police brutality, environmental racism, and poverty—and replicating an unacknowledged tale of 

white supremacy as old as the plantation itself (McKittrick 2011, 952-953). Step-N-Strut’s co-
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organizer stated that, while he believes most of the parish government’s resistance to trail rides 

stems from infrastructure and resource limitations, it is impossible to ignore racial bias that 

comes into play: 

 …is the prejudice a certain percentage that what I’m seeing in the 
road at ten in the evening on a Saturday night is 98 percent black? 
Is that the problem? I think some of it is. I think some of it is. … 
It’s not a white-based trail ride organization that’s doing it. 
Because the difference between us and Mardi Gras, they’re (isn’t) 
much difference. It’s not much different. (Respondent #25, July 25, 
2014) 

 
Respondent #25, both in our interview and in subsequent conversations with the media, is 

unfazed by the complaints about traffic in previous years and after 2014’s event, which drew an 

estimated 10,000 visitors to the area. He points out that allowances are made for various parades 

throughout the year, which are considered integral to the region’s culture, and to accommodate 

the state’s fervent football fandom: “LSU [Louisiana State University] is playing Alabama [a 

major rival] this weekend in Baton Rouge. You know there will be traffic delays. But that is just 

part of economic development” (Johnson 2014).  

 At the Parish Council meeting, black trail ride enthusiasts were infuriated at the 

impugnation of their activities. Eunice resident Martin Bellow, of the Southerncross Riders, 

spoke to the value and cultural relevance of trail-riding, of which he had been a participant since 

age eleven, and stated that the rides are as much a part of his culture as the Mardi Gras runs are 

for others. Voice rising, he shouted that “If you are going to ban this, ban everything! Ban 

everything!” (Anfenson-Comeau 2011b). Ultimately, the Parish Council voted unanimously to 

consider an amended trail-riding ordinance, which was later established at a 1,000-person limit 

for both the Mardi Gras runs and other trail-riding events (Anfenson-Comeau 2011a). It was a 

hard-won victory for trail riders and their legal team, who asserted not only their legal rights to 
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the same treatment as Cajun groups but also their cultural rights to practice their traditions. Torry 

Lemelle, co-founder of Step-N-Strut, related her determination to maintain cultural practices in 

the face of ever-mounting obstacles: “We’ve had a lot of trouble with parish government. … But 

we want to work with [them]. Trail rides and zydeco are part of our Creole culture. We want to 

keep it going” (Fuselier 2011). 

 The following year, one tragic act of violence took the life of a young man in Branch, 

Louisiana, after a trail ride. A shooting at a convenience store near the trail ride site left one teen 

dead and two other men wounded (Johnson 2013). In some interviewees’ eyes, this death 

exemplified the shift away from the rides’ original family focus, perhaps owing to the surge in 

attendance of unsupervised youth attracted to modern hip-hop influenced zydeco (Respondent #2 

and Respondent #3, July 6, 2014; Respondent #5, July 9, 2014). According to Dave Lemelle, co-

founder of Step-N-Strut, trail rides bore the brunt of the blame for the episode, even though the 

shooting did not happen on trail ride grounds and those involved were not members of a trail-

riding group. He defended the respectability of trail riders, stating, “We have lawyers, doctors, 

business owners—a lot of good people who just want to enjoy themselves” (Johnson 2013). In 

Lemelle’s defending the character and comportment of trail riders, he challenges prevailing 

representations of blackness, not unlike the second line paraders of New Orleans who Regis 

asserts defy stereotypical images of blackness by “producing a local idiom for the representation 

of black respectability and strength” (Regis 1999, 495). 

 This incident, combined with subsequent heightened regulations regarding trail-riding, 

led one of my participants to conclude that the public is “rejecting” the practice altogether 

(Respondent #13, July 23, 2014). Throughout my interviews, there was a noted contrast between 

the older and younger generations of trail riders: the older generation lamented elements of the 
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newer scene, such as a perceived emphasis on profits and disrespectful behaviour not in keeping 

with the conduct of their elders:  

Some of it, the drinking, and the lewd behaviour and … [it’s] just 
not as civil as it was when it was more of a family-oriented event. 
So we don’t trail ride anymore. (Respondent #6, June 25, 2014)  

 
 Others expressed grave concerns about fighting and other violence. One middle-aged trail 

rider explains that, “Nowadays they hold big grudges, they want to go get their friends. They’re 

shooting, they’re killing” (Respondent #23, July 8, 2014). An elder states, “There is no one 

around my age that’ll tell you the trail rides are what they used to be. Nobody” (Respondent #13, 

July 23, 2014). A middle-aged woman who has been trail-riding for years suggested that  

[T]he younger generation needs to look at the big picture, because 
our ancestors (have) been doing it for a long time and we are just 
trying to keep the dream alive. So if they would ... see what it’s all 
about and have fun instead of fighting or whatever. Just family, 
food, fun, and just enjoyment ... it would be better. It would be 
better. (Respondent #20, July 24, 2014) 
 

A middle-aged cultural advocate from a prominent Creole family took a measured viewpoint:  

I can’t say that I am happy about all the changes about trail rides, 
all the changes with the music—I’m not thrilled about that, but I 
think that is just part of … how everything is becoming 
homogenized. It used to be that California was different from New 
York, and Canada was different from Louisiana, and now it’s not 
so much so. (Respondent #2, July 6, 2014) 

 
His younger relative echoed this perspective, stating that “The problem is, rather than the outside 

world assimilating to us, we assimilated to them” (Respondent #5, June 30, 2014). 

  Despite such pushback, another interviewee, who identifies simply as an “old fashioned 

country girl,” described the critical role that trail-riding clubs fill within their communities as 

sources of mutual aid and financial support:  

And I want people to know that, I know they hear a lot of stuff 
about the trail rides, but they have a lot of good with it! We do a lot 
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of good. All of the organizations and stuff, we get together, we help 
people. We help so many people. You know, that family that’s in 
need of things … for instance, my home. I lost my home [in a fire] 
in January. I lost everything I own. But had it not been for [the 
social club and trail ride organizations]… to come out and bring 
donations. … [They did] a big dinner sale to get us back on our 
feet. (Respondent #7, June 30, 2014) 

 
There are powerful historical antecedents for this system of community-organized aid. Some 

scholars have argued that the experience of slavery and its deleterious effect on family structure 

and social ties eroded the social capital of blacks. One of the best-known specialists on civic 

engagement, Robert Putnam, argued in Bowling Alone, “It is not happenstance that the lowest 

levels of community-based social capital are found where a century of plantation slavery was 

followed by a century of Jim Crow politics” (Putnam 2000, 294). Others have argued that the 

lowered education levels and limited incomes of African-Americans have resulted in low levels 

of participation in in non-church civic activities (Verba et al. 1995); yet others have asserted that 

levels of civic engagement are especially low in areas with pronounced racial and ethnic 

differences that present obstacles to social trust (Costa and Kahn 2003). 

 This recent scholarship contradicts the established corpus of research on the subject of 

African-American community engagement. Skocpol and Oser claim that the reason for the 

contradiction between the early and later bodies of scholarship on black civic engagement stems 

from the often-overlooked history of black American fraternal associations (2004). These 

organizations thrived during the same time period as white American fraternal organizations 

did—between the Civil War and the mid-twentieth century. Based on exhaustive research 

compiled from scant sources, Skocpol and Oser were able to confidently state that, 

proportionally, African Americans participated in fraternal groups in numbers equaling and 

probably exceeding that of whites in the decades surrounding 1900 (Skocpol and Oser 2004, 
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403). Their study focused on federated (translocal) fraternal groups and excluded mutual aid or 

benevolent societies that functioned on a purely local scale. There is evidence that such 

associations may have even existed among slaves, and pre-Civil War Southern cities allowed 

mutual aid societies to form even in the presence of general laws “forbidding the meetings of 

free persons of color” (Work 1918). Skocpol and Oser propose that the early existence of these 

local societies paved the way for from African Americans to join the larger fraternal 

organizations as they emerged and averred: 

 … we must question any claim that slavery and its aftermath 
prevented African Americans from elaborating “social capital,” that 
is, vibrant voluntary associations expressing and reinforcing norms 
of cooperation and trust. Amid grinding poverty, restricted access 
to education, and precarious civil rights, African Americans created 
not just churches but also fraternal federations that anchored local 
communities and spanned classes and places. (Skocpol and Oser 
2004, 418).  
 

 Myrdal, in 1944’s American Dilemma, asserted that black Americans’ level of civic 

involvement exceeded that of whites; his findings echoed that of renowned scholars of black 

civic life, such as Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. DuBois, whose work, among others, 

suggested that free black Americans had consistent tendencies to form mutual aid groups closely 

affiliated with a particular church, occupation, or neighbourhood (Skocpol and Oser 2004, 369, 

375). Even during an era when formal democratic channels were closed to them, African 

Americans used the platforms afforded to them by membership in a fraternal organization to 

assert their right to organize and to publicly proclaim their racial pride. African American groups 

commonly offered formal life and illness insurance as well as more informal mutual aid. As a 

result of such a system, some cities boasted astonishingly high levels of insured black citizens; in 

1919, 98 percent of Southern migrants to Philadelphia had at least one householder insured. 

Beito asserts that these figures are all the more noteworthy considering the vast 
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underemployment of blacks and indeed they are a “striking testament to the resilience of 

African-American families in an era of Jim Crow segregation and economic marginality” (Beito 

1990, 719).  

 Today, interviewees were eager to describe the trail-riding groups’ community 

involvement; these activities range from school supply drives and college entrance scholarships 

to a citywide “Stop the Violence” march (referring to violent acts affecting the community as a 

whole). The civic and political engagements of trail-riding groups present a provocative parallel 

to the activities of black fraternal organizations in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, during which time these societies were especially active in public affairs and the 

NAACP; the promotion of public education and provision of youth scholarships were special 

concerns (Skocpol and Oser 2004, 422-423). Trail riders have shown their commitment to 

community through involvement in recreational activities at local schools; in Iberia Parish, the 

Showtime Riders hosted a field day for elementary schoolers and brought their horses along. The 

school’s principal noted appreciatively that, “Just to see males come in here and give back to the 

community is so much of a positive thing for our young boys. If nothing else, the young boys got 

to see some positive role models” (Blanchard 2013). 

 While some trail-riding groups’ existence is short-lived and their motivations 

questionable, other groups are driven by a civic-minded passion. One interviewee, who recently 

won a seat on parish council with large support from the trail-riding community and does not 

subscribe to a specific racial identity, indicated that 

	… a lot of organizations—and I don’t want to talk bad about an 
organization—that come in there, make this money, after making 
this money you don’t hear about them (anymore). And I said, that’s 
not our organization … we are going to make money, and we are 
going to have more money to better help people. And that’s what 
we do. That’s what we do. (Respondent #9, July 7, 2014) 
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His group, the I-49 Riders, was honoured by parish government in February 2014 for their 

extensive community service. The award was presented “for involvement in the community by 

giving of your time, money, and helping when a need arose, from giving to the men and 

women’s shelters, providing scholarships, food for the elderly, school supply drive, and 

supporting the efforts of Stop the Violence” (Respondent #9, July 7, 2014). In the 1990s, Rex 

Mills described a similar mandate of the trail-riding association to which he belonged: “(O)ur 

main reason for having rides is to raise money for good causes” (Langley, LeJeune, and Oubre 

1997 [?], 29). A popular all-female trail-riding group, the Kountry Bunnies, disclosed in our 

interview that civic engagement was, in fact, the group’s main objective: an Easter Parade, youth 

scholarship competition, and an elderly fun day pepper their yearly calendar. One of the group 

members described the motivation for their contributions to the community:  

… when you got it in your heart to do it, you just do it. Sometimes 
people don’t realize that there are a lot of people who are actually 
suffering. ... When we do it, like I know for me personally, and I 
can speak for them, too—it kind of touches us.” (Respondent #18, 
July 24, 2014) 
 

 Some of the groups focus on issues of specific importance to the black community. Acynthia 

Villery, secretary of the Bill Pickett Invitational Rodeo and president of the Bill Pickett Trail 

Riders, takes the message of the little-known history of the black West all across the country 

hand-in-hand with free HIV/AIDs testing for trail ride attendees (Respondent #1, July 3, 2014). 

 Arguably, these groups fill an essential void in socio-economic assistance in one of the 

poorest regions in the country. Children, the main beneficiaries of trail riders’ support, 

overwhelmingly live in poverty. In the city of Opelousas, 75 percent of residents are African 

American,35 and 52.8 percent of families with related children under 18 years lived in poverty.36 

																																																								
35 2010 Demographic Profile Data: Opelousas City, Louisiana.  
36 Poverty Status in the Past Twelve Months of Families: Opelousas City, Louisiana. 2013.	
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The Step-N-Strut event itself provides a known boost to the parish’s economy: the parish 

president noted that visitors to the 2014 event “filled hotels from Opelousas to Eunice and 

beyond” (Thibodeaux 2014).   

 

6.5 Conclusion 

As a group comprised of racialized individuals, those Louisianans who identify as Creoles 

continue to fight for equal recognition in public space and within a broader social environment 

that remains socially segregated and unequal on many levels. The highly visible trail-riding 

activities of many Creole and black community members take the form of a “creative protest,” a 

la Young, that places their demands for cultural recognition front and centre. No less 

importantly, trail-riding is also a celebration of their distinct identity and constitutes a tangible 

link to their ancestors within a social context that has devalued their history. Travelling down the 

highways and byways of Louisiana’s Southwest is an act of claiming territory and demonstrating 

both their exceptionality and their belonging.  

 This chapter has made clear that these activities are deeply discursive. It is far too 

simplistic, argues Guss, to think of cultural performances only as “texts” to be analyzed—they 

can challenge societal norms, address group conflict, and allow otherwise muted voices to be 

amplified (Guss 2000). Trail rides, like other culture-specific activities, are sites for contestation 

and for the constant reconfiguring of identity. Contradiction and equivocality are inherent to 

cultural performances, because they are an inherent part of culture. In a sense, members of a 

cultural group “make meaning” as they go. One young Creole community member noted when 

speculating about the culture’s future that 

 …it’s evolving, it’s changing—it becomes different every day, 
because it’s a living thing. … And so it’s almost like we are writing 
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the book as we are going through it. (Respondent #5, June 30, 
2014) 
 

 While scholars and tourists have focused much attention on the unique traditions of south 

Louisiana’s Cajun populations, the region’s Creole population remains both an under-studied and 

underappreciated component of Louisiana’s cultural “gumbo.” Although the trail rides have 

evolved in recent years, garnering criticism from within and without, horse culture and trail-

riding traditions still constitute a locus of group identity, belonging, and cultural pride for many 

who identify as Creole and/or black. Through their defiant insistence on continuing their cultural 

practices, trail riders create a space for representation of their unique rural heritage and living 

history. Further, despite intra- and inter-group clashes over the cultural value of trail-riding, trail 

riders are an indispensable part of the social fabric of the region, in not only symbolic but 

material terms: their efforts bring direly needed support to youth, elders, and those who have 

fallen on hard times within the trail-riding world or in the community at large. Trail-riding 

remains, for many, a way of life and a celebration of their ancestral traditions. As one 

interviewee, a 64-year-old who grew up trail-riding with his father, aptly summed up, “I am 

hoping it is going to be for everlasting” (Respondent #21, August 2, 2014). 
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Figure 6. Men resting their horses at the “halfway point” on a trail ride in Lacassine, Louisiana. 
July 6, 2014. Photo taken by author and used with permission. 
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Figure 7. Shoeing horses at a trail ride. Photo taken by author and used with permission. July 27, 
2014. 
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Figure 8. Trail-riding advertisements then (Figure 8, 2002) and now (Figure 9, 2013). Note that 
while flyers used to be passed out as handbills, today they are more commonly “posted” on 
social networking sites such as Facebook and Instagram. Note also the fusion of urban and rural 
aesthetics present in the more recent flyer. Used with permission. 
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Figure 9. 
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Figure 10. Trail-riding rules posted at a trail ride in St. Landry Parish, widely considered to have 
the stiffest regulations on the activity as well as the strictest application process and the most 
expensive security fees. The trail-riding associations mainly craft the regulations, some of which 
are shown on this sign. Despite these attempts at self-regulation, many trail riders believe they 
have come under unwarranted scrutiny in recent years. May 17, 2014. Photo by author.  
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Chapter 7 
 

Conclusions and beyond 
	
	
 As I left Louisiana after completing my final field season in November 2016,37 Donald 

Trump had just claimed a stunning victory in the election for U.S. President. While tensions 

between the races had not increased palpably at a local level, informants and friends’ emotions 

ran from indifferent, to bewildered, to sad, and to angry. One friend, whose wife was due to give 

birth the week following the election, indicated that bringing a baby boy into the world—a black 

baby into what was now Trump’s world—had him feeling deflated and defeated. Another friend, 

an elderly Creole who lived through the Civil Rights Movement, expressed that Trump winning 

the election was among the worst things that had occurred during his lifetime. Another informant 

was newly seeking a different place of worship after her pastor embraced pro-Trump sentiments.  

 One of the most striking responses to the election results that I experienced was from a 

middle-aged Creole man who had attended a talk that I gave on this research at the St. Landry 

Parish Genealogical and Historical Society’s monthly meeting. As we chatted before the 

presentation, I had expected that he (and perhaps his wife, his brother, and his sister-in-law, who 

were also in attendance) would have strong words about the election, as I knew him to be both a 

thoughtful and an outspoken person. What he said—what they all said, by assent—was that they 

knew that they would all “survive,” as they had grown up in poverty and were still here; they had 

lived through worse. As they elaborated, indicating that they can hunt, fish, and grow food if 

needed, I sensed that the threat posed by the election of Trump—and the concomitant rise in 
																																																								
37 With a grant I received (the Michael Smith Foreign Study Supplement from the Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research Council of Canada) I undertook a three-month supplementary research project. It focused on boucheries 
within Creole communities in historical and contemporary contexts—traditional communal hog-butcherings—and 
the results will appear as a scholarly publication at a later date. I also conducted some follow-up interviews for the 
present thesis, as well as conducted participant observation at trail rides, but the bulk of my time was spent 
researching boucheries. 
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racist terror, both seen and perhaps still to come—was merely the latest in a long chain of events 

that would try their fortitude, but over which they would ultimately prevail. Hearing these 

thoughts reminded me of the conclusions that Maguire drew from his 1989 ethnography of the 

Creole community of Parks, tellingly the same village from which the above Creole family hails: 

This study has traced a saga of courage and strength of a unique 
group of Americans, hidden in the shadows of a creole society 
within that country, who have struggled to create and maintain a 
vibrant community despite potentially debilitating obstacles and 
challenges cast before them. (Maguire 1989, 436) 
 

 The completion of this thesis marks the end of a journey for me. For those who 

participated in this study, theirs is a journey without a defined end point. One constant along this 

path—which is by no means the same journey for every person I interviewed, although certain 

commonalities are shared—is a deep link to a culture, and culturally-mediated networks, that 

provide strength and grounding.  

 More than once while undertaking fieldwork, I heard a cultural outsider voice an opinion 

along the lines of “The Creole culture is dead/dying.” Au contraire! Generally, those who 

espouse this opinion are referring to their idea of what the Creole culture could or should be, 

those who desire a return to the dancehalls of times past and to zydeco without the ostensibly 

polluting influences of hip hop, reggae, or other genres. This complaint comes from within the 

community, too—particularly from elders who increasingly do not see themselves reflected in 

this “new” Creole orientation. One prominent Creole who co-hosts a weekly radio show 

expressed disdain for the modern trail-riding scene and hip-hop influenced zydeco, sardonically 

pointing out that trail riders should not be wearing “sagging pants, t-shirts all the way down to 

your ankles. That’s a muumuu gown. ... you can’t get on a horse with a muumuu! No!” 

(Respondent #15, July 16, 2014). A young zydeco artist also expressed disgust for today’s 
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generation of trail riders, stating that “When they started doing more hip-hop stuff [at the trail 

ride] they kind of drove out the zydeco lovers and brought in the thug guys or whatever you want 

to call them. Because that’s what they want to hear so they pushed them out ... and now they are 

wreaking havoc all over the place” (Respondent #33, August 5, 2014). 

 It is worth pointing out that much of the criticism leveled at today’s zydeco performers—

who often incorporate elements of hip-hop into their music—echoes that of past generations, 

who were at that time similarly concerned about the impact that others genres would have on 

“traditional” zydeco. Terrance Simien, of Terrance Simien and the Mallet Playboys, explained 

that “These purists shouldn’t knock other people who are trying to modernize the music and 

project their own way of feeling” (Sandmel and Olivier 1999, 159). He further noted that Stanley 

Dural, best known by his stage name Buckwheat Zydeco and now considered a zydeco pioneer, 

was criticized for not playing what was considered “real zydeco” (Sandmel and Olivier 1999, 

159). Likewise, Clifton Chenier, today considered one of the greats of the genre, was once 

viewed by old-timers in the rural Creole communities as one who drifted from “true” zydeco 

towards R&B (Spitzer 1986, 534). Le Menestrel aptly sums up the perspective of many zydeco 

traditionalists:  

Regardless of its regional success among African American and 
white youth, the “new” zydeco sound continues to be stigmatized 
in Louisiana and viewed as at best a reality to be accepted or [at 
worst] a symptom of decline in authenticity relative to its 
“traditional” counterpart. (Le Menestrel 2015, 218) 

 
Indeed, much of the time what a culture “is”—and who within a culture has the ability to define 

“tradition”—evades consensus. Those interviewed were no exception, as many had differing 

views on what Creole culture constitutes and what the future holds for those living it today. 
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Culture is a dynamic, ever-morphing, and at times amorphous (non)entity.38 Respondent Paul 

Scott, one of the promoters for Step-N-Strut, touched on the conflict inherent to efforts to 

establish some kind of stasis within Creole culture: 

The dilemma is going to be—it’s already there—as to what is 
zydeco music, what is good music. What (today’s zydeco 
musicians) are playing now, that’s what they grew up on. People 
say “Lil’ Nate has too much hip-hop.” Well, Lil’ Nate grew up on 
hip hop! ... I don’t know what direction it’s going in, but it’s going 
to change! It’s going to change. And hopefully it changes good and 
it changes kind. (Respondent #25, July 25, 2014) 
 

 However one chooses to define “the Creole culture,” this thesis has shown that people of 

Creole and black backgrounds have had an indelible role in the shaping of Southwestern 

Louisiana, in spite of great odds against their social reproduction. Although they receive limited 

public acknowledgement for their cultural contributions, there is little debate that these people of 

colour left their mark in the realms of food, music, and performance, to name but a few. This 

thesis adds to the growing bodies of work on memory arenas and memory politics, mobility as an 

anti-racist and emancipatory act, and cultural performance in public spaces. 

 The physical claiming of space that black horseback riders undertake is coexistent with 

demands for full integration in the regional consciousness of “Acadiana” and particularly the 

face that it presents to the outside world. Chapter 4 analyzed the discrepancies in the promotion 

of the region for local, national, and international tourist audiences (and supported by tax dollars, 

it is worth noting), arguing that the minimizing and, at times, erasure of Creole culture across 

this representational landscape has profound symbolic and material repercussions and contributes 

to racial cleavages in the region. Until Creole heritage is promoted on the same footing as is 

																																																								
38 For a lively debate about culture as a “thing,” see the following now-classic works by cultural geographers: 
Mitchell 1995; Jackson 1996; Cosgrove 1996; Duncan and Duncan 1996; Mitchell 1996. 
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Cajun culture, those who identify as Creole and/or black will continue to claim that their 

contributions to the region’s settlement and distinctive culture are given secondary status.   

 The Un Cajun Committee, formed in 1982 to counter “the colonization of black Creole 

cultural expressions and identities” had been criticized for not addressing the “real issues” 

prevalent in some black communities of the area: drug use, educational discrepancies, crime, and 

lack of employment opportunities (Mattern 1997, 166). The perspective of committee member 

Takuna El Shabazz—just as applicable now as it was then—is particularly revelatory for the 

importance of representation in the region’s memorial landscape or arena (Dwyer and Alderman 

2008; Alderman and Inwood 2013). This lack of visibility in the cultural fabric of the region, he 

argues, both undergirds and exacerbates the area’s socio-economic ills: “By colonalizing [sic] 

everyone under the Cajun/Acadiana label, the colonizer effectively kills the desire for self-

determination for all others who are not of European descent” (El Shabazz December 1992, 43). 

Such concerns were dismissed by famed Cajun folklorist Barry Ancelet in a response to El 

Shabazz as a “silly red herring.” Ancelet expressed that “I suspect the unfortunate truth here is 

that there may be some reverse racism involved in this protest. ... Have the members of the black 

community involved in this protest examined their own deep-seated motives in rejecting this 

particular name [in this instance referring to the Cajundome]?” (Ancelet December 1992, 41, 

44).  

 Ancelet’s dismissal of the demands of Creoles and blacks for integration into the 

imaginary of Acadiana echoes the historical erasure of the role that non-whites had in 

establishing the region’s cattle-ranching ecology, particularly egregious given that up to one 

quarter of cowboys during the open-range era were black. Chapter 5 demonstrates—building on 

the foundational scholarship of Sluyter and others—that Creoles and blacks were among the first, 
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if not the first, cattlepeople in the United States, a fact given short shrift in both popular culture 

and historical analyses. Their actions challenged the immobility prescribed by their social 

station, gender, language, and/or skin colour. These historical contributions to the settlement and 

cattle-ranching system of the region are remarkable in themselves, but perhaps more so when 

one considers that the legacy of these pioneers continues today in the rural lifeways of their 

descendants.  

 Indeed, Creole trail-riding is not a banal nor apolitical practice, as Chapter 6 

demonstrates; it is a deeply discursive challenge to policies designed to curtail their movements 

and ultimately limit trail-riding and horseback riding as elements of not only cultural but of 

social import. One middle-aged respondent shared indelible memories of growing up trail-riding: 

“I can remember my grandfather and my grandmother starched down in their pants and their 

shirts and I was following right behind ‘em: ‘Let’s go!’” (Respondent #18, July 24, 2014). Trail 

riders provide social support for each other and for their communities more broadly, and 

horsemanship programs provide structure and support for youth from unstable households.  

 Controversies akin to the attempts to ban Step-N-Strut trail ride from St. Landry Parish 

continued apace in other communities where black horsemanship is prevalent: in 2009, two years 

before trail-riding in St. Landry Parish came under fire, riding horses within the city limits of St. 

Martinville, another Creole cultural hearth, was banned (Tutwiler 2009b). The outright ban 

replaced an ordinance passed months before that set limits for in-city riding, including that 

horses shall be ridden on the right-hand side of the road in single file only between the hours of 

sunrise and sunset, and that no horse should be ridden while the rider was under the influence of 

alcohol. The ban was lambasted from multiple quarters, but particularly from those who noted 

the positive effects that horseback riding had on the youth from predominantly black 
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neighbourhoods. The existence of up 200 horses in backyard stables speaks to the ubiquity and 

importance of the practice, and Tutwiler emphasized what she calls “a long-standing tradition of 

horse culture within the Creole community,” (Tutwiler 2009c) noting that “Residents are 

members of a dozen riding organizations like the Breaux Bridge Riders, Lee Boy Riders, Crazy 

Hat Riders, Outlaw Riders, Hip Hops, Savage Life, Good Old Boys and the Rope and Pin Riders 

who participate in trail rides on weekends, but ride in the neighborhood every afternoon” 

(Tutwiler 2009b). One community member, who has a small backyard stable where her extended 

clan keeps their horses, noted “It keeps a lot of little black kids out of trouble” (Tutwiler 2009b). 

At a meeting of the Breaux Bridge City Council, one young mother protested, “There are no 

drugs now because of the horses ... And y’all want to take the horses away?” (Grissom 2009). 

And although Grissom of The Teche Today insisted in his coverage that “it is patently not a 

black-and-white issue” (2009) it is particularly telling that the complaints about in-city riding 

came from the majority-black part of town and that all complaints involved black riders.  

 Thankfully, there are glimmers of good news; one local horse enthusiast who I 

interviewed (and who was also profiled by The Independent) is enlarging a preexisting program 

for youth at his Circle L Ranch, located within Breaux Bridge city limits. Ernest Ledet has run a 

horsemanship program for the last fifteen or so years, allowing youth from nearby 

neighbourhoods to stable their horses on his property in exchange for helping around the farm, 

although he clarified to me that “... actual work—probably not much. We’ll go to the store and 

buy something and barbecue. They’ll saddle their horses and ride all day and they’ll play” 

(Respondent #37, June 12, 2015). Ledet emphasized that he runs the program to provide a safe, 

calming environment for children mainly from the local housing project, and added that “if we 

can save two kids out of a hundred, that’s kids that are saved” (Respondent #37, June 12, 2015). 
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In Fresno, Texas, Kathy Sanders Hebert runs a youth rodeo organization, the All-American 

Youth Rodeo Association, which boasts a membership of 130 children and solicits sponsors to 

give scholarships to participants. She believes that the alcohol-centered environment present at 

some trail rides makes them inappropriate for children, so she began the rodeo association to “try 

to give the kids a focus—somewhere to belong” (Respondent #29, July 3, 2014). In Parks, a 

village close to Breaux Bridge, Billy Francis runs the St. Louis Cowgirl and Cowboy Association 

to teach children about horsemanship and the Creole culture, oriented around three guiding 

principles: faith, hope, and love (Respondent #16, July 27, 2014). Indeed, as Ledet quips, “horses 

are good for kids” (Tutwiler 2009a).  

 It is perhaps fitting that this thesis concludes with these observations about instilling an 

equine passion for future children of black and Creole heritage. For many of those interviewed, 

trail-riding is a family affair. One elderly trail rider explained: “(T)rail riding has always been 

my pleasure ever since my grandfather at like six years old. He put me on my first horse. And I 

still remember that to this day” (Respondent #21, August 2, 2014). The President of the Rainbow 

Trailride Association described that his association has been striving to eliminate safety concerns 

at trail rides because the heritage is “(S)omething I just don’t want to let get away from us” 

(Respondent #34, June 11, 2015). Another respondent, the President of Barnyard Posse Trail 

Riders, said that his role was to “[keep] the youngsters into it, just keeping the culture going” 

(Respondent #35, June 13, 2015). Finally, one middle-aged respondent from Parks explained the 

importance of cultural cohesion for strengthening and promoting elements of Creole culture for 

the future: 

[People say], “Oh, just a zydeco dance.” “Oh, just a trail ride.” But if 
you tie it in together it really is the Creole culture. Hopefully that if 
not in my time, hopefully in the next generation they can have this 
culture be where it needs to be, at the same level as the Cajun 
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culture. ... if not in my time, then in the next generation—the next 
time. (Respondent #27, July 28, 2014) 
 

It is my hope that what has been collected and analyzed in this thesis helps to bring Creole 

heritage the respect it deserves as an important chapter of Louisiana’s past and as a living part of 

its cultural mosaic. Indeed, it has been an honour.  
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Alexandra	Giancarlo,	at	a	mutually	convenient	time	and	in	a	public	location	such	as	a	coffee	shop,	
community	center,	or	library.	During	the	interview,	you	can	refuse	to	answer	any	question.	Your	
name	and	identifying	information	will	be	kept	confidential.	You	may	end	your	participation	in	the	
interview	at	any	time	without	any	consequences	and	your	responses	to	that	point	will	not	be	used.		
With	your	written	consent,	the	interview	will	be	recorded;	I	will	transcribe	the	interview	at	a	later	
date.	All	research	data	will	be	stored	at	a	secure	location	at	Queen’s	University.	Digital	information	
stemming	from	this	project,	including	recordings	and	transcripts,	will	be	stored	in	a	password-
protected	file.	Following	the	project’s	completion,	all	research	data	will	be	destroyed.	The	project	
has	been	approved	by	the	Queen’s	University	General	Research	Ethics	Board.		
	
Responses	from	the	interview	with	you	and	with	other	participants	will	be	used	to	better	
understand	how	the	cultural	activities	of	Creoles	help	to	create	a	distinct	identity	within	Louisiana.	
Although	risks	are	minimal,	specific	situations	you	encountered	personally	may	be	upsetting	and,	if	
so,	we	encourage	you	to	pause	or	stop	the	interview	or	seek	assistance	through	organizations	such	
as	Family	Tree	in	Lafayette.	A	summary	of	the	findings	will	be	made	available	to	you	in	the	form	of	a	
summary	report.	Results	could	be	presented	at	conferences	and	published	in	academic	journals.	
You	may	choose	to	have	yourself	identified	by	name	in	these	publications	(for	example,	if	you	
would	like	your	contributions	to	Creole	culture	to	be	publicly	recognized).	Otherwise,	you	could	
choose	to	use	a	pseudonym	(false	name);	any	other	identifying	details	about	you	will	also	be	
altered.	 
	
If	you	are	willing	to	participate	or	if	you	have	any	questions,	please	telephone	or	e-mail	me	at	the	
contact	 information	 provided	 at	 the	 top	 of	 the	 page.	 Attached	 are	 two	 copies	 of	 an	 Informed	
Consent	Form,	one	for	you	to	complete	and	return	at	the	beginning	of	the	interview	and	another	for	
your	own	records.	You	can	also	contact	my	academic	supervisor,	Dr.	Audrey	Kobayashi	at	613-533-
3035,	or	at	kobayasi@queensu.ca.	If	you	want	to	speak	to	a	representative	of	the	Queen’s	University	
General	 Research	 Ethics	 Board,	 please	 contact	 the	 chair	 at	 chair.GREB@queensu.ca,	 or	 613-533-
6081.	Please	note	that	these	are	long-distance	telephone	numbers,	although	I	can	be	contacted	at	a	
local	number:	225-302-2210.	
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I	sincerely	thank	you	for	your	consideration.	
	
	
Alexandra	Giancarlo	
PhD	Candidate	
Queen’s	University	
Kingston,	Ontario,	Canada	
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Creole Trail-riding in Southwestern Louisiana 
 

Department of Geography, Queen’s University,  
Mackintosh-Corry Hall, Kingston, Ontario K7L 3N6, 

Cell: (225) 302-2210, e-mail: 11ag26@queensu.ca 
 

 
The Creole Trail-riding in Southwestern Louisiana project examines what role trail rides and related 
cultural events play in creating a sense of belonging and promoting cultural identity among Creoles in 
southwestern Louisiana (and southeastern Texas). The source of information for this phase of the 
research is semi-structured interviews with persons who self-identify as Creoles and participate in cultural 
activities such as trail-riding. The Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada funds this 
project and it has been approved by the Queen’s University General Research Ethics Board. 
 
I, __________________________________ (please insert your name) have read the attached Letter 
of Information and have had all questions answered to my satisfaction, and I agree to participate 
in an interview under the following conditions: 
 
1)  I understand that my involvement in the project consists of a 60-90 minute interview. 
 
2) I understand that the purpose of this project is to examine how traditional activities of Creoles 

may help to create a distinct identity for participants/community members.  
 

3) I understand that my participation is voluntary and I can refuse any question at any time. 
 
4) I do not anticipate that the interview will cause any physical risks, but is it possible that recalling 

sensitive or divisive issues (if there are any) may result in some temporary discomfort for some 
people. If you would like to speak to a counsellor about any difficult emotions experienced during 
the interview, The Family Tree in Lafayette offers counselling services for a fee based on your 
income level: 337-981-2180. 

 
5) I understand that I can end my participation in the interview at any time and any information 

provided by me to the researcher will be destroyed. 
 
6) I understand that I may choose to not have my name and any identifying information used in any 

presentation or publication of the research; however, I understand that, given the relatively small 
size of the community, there is the possibility that other community members may know about my 
participation in the project.  

 
7)  I will ask you to refer me to other community members who may be interested in being 

interviewed; you may refuse this request. 
 
8) I understand that all information from the interview will be kept in a secure location restricted to 

Alexandra Giancarlo and destroyed after five years.   
 
9) I understand that I can contact Alexandra Giancarlo, (225-302-2210, or 11ag26@queensu.ca) or 

Dr. Audrey Kobayashi, thesis supervisor, (613-533-3035, or kobayasi@queensu.ca) with general 
questions about the project, or the chair of the General Research Ethics Board 
(chair.GREB@queensu.ca or 613-533-6081) with any concerns about research ethics. Please 
note that these are long-distance numbers. My cell number is local. 

 
I agree that: 
 
8) This interview may be digitally recorded.        Yes _____   No _____ 
9)  My responses in this interview may be used in the 
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presentation and publication of results with the use of a 
pseudonym (false name) and with identifying details changed.         Yes _____   No _____ 

 
10)  I would like to be identified by name in any presentation         

or publication that comes out of this research.          Yes _____   No _____ 
 
 

Name:        ____________________________       Date:		______________________________ 
Signature:  ____________________________ 
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  Creole Trail-riding in Southwestern Louisiana 
       Department of Geography, Queen’s University, 

Mackintosh-Corry Hall, Kingston, Ontario K7L 3N6, 
(225) 302-2210, e-mail: 11ag26@queensu.ca 

	 	
Thank you for agreeing to participate in the Creole Trail-riding in Southwestern Louisiana 
Project. Please remember that you do not have to answer any questions that make you 
uncomfortable. You can stop the interview at any time. The interview will begin only after you 
have had the chance to read and sign the informed consent form and any questions or concerns 
about the research project have been addressed. 
	
	
Part	A:	Demographic	information	
 

1) What is your age? 

2) What is your current marital status?  

Married 
 

Common Law Widowed Separated 
 

Divorced Single Never Married Refused to answer 
 

3) What is your highest level of education? 

Less than secondary school 
 

Secondary school graduation 

Post-secondary education Graduate or post-graduate  
 

4) What is/was your occupation? 

5) Where (in what city or town) do you live? 

6) What role do you have in trail-riding and/or Creole cultural activities?  

Rider 
 

Musician Member of trail-riding group  

Trail ride organizer Other (describe) 
 

  

	
Part	B:	Introductory	Information	
	

7) Please tell me a little bit about yourself (for instance, what do you do for a living? Are 

you from southwestern Louisiana originally or did you move here?) 



	 206 

8) Please tell me a little bit about your community. 

a. How do you define your community? 

9) How do you self-identify or self-define? (For instance, I consider myself to be Canadian 

as well as Italian-Canadian). 

10) What are some characteristics of your ethnic or cultural community? (To be answered if 

they indicated that they consider themselves a member of a certain community, such as 

being Cajun, black Creole, or African-American). 

11) Do you have a specific role in the promotion of your culture? 

12) What are some activities that are special or unique to this ethnic or cultural community? 
 

	
Part	C:	Trail-riding	
	

13) Do you participate in trail-riding, communal cook-outs, or zydeco music 

concerts/festivals? 

14) Did your ancestors participate in these events?  

a. How do you understand these events’ histories or origins? 

15) How would you describe a trail ride for someone who has never heard of them? 

16) How long have you been attending trail rides and how did you first become involved?  

17) Do other members of your family participate? Friends? 

18) Who usually attends trail rides, generally speaking?  

19) Do you often see the same people at the events? 

20) What is it about the trail-riding tradition that attracts you to it?  

21) Who can participate in trail-riding? Do you have to be invited? 

22) Have you ever organized a trail ride?  
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a. If yes: please tell me a little bit about what is involved in organizing and 

promoting a trail ride. How do you choose the location and route? 

23) Are you a member of a trail-riding club/group?  

a. If yes: Please tell me a little bit about the group; how do you decide on a name? 

Do you socialize with other trail-riding groups outside of weekend trail-riding 

events? Are the groups affiliated with certain performers, political perspectives, or 

professions (or other?) 

24) Are there certain routes that have specific importance to you or to your trail-riding 

club/group? (Certain roads, a specific “pit stop,” or a bar or restaurant along the route?) 

25)  Are their specific roles for men and for women during the preparations for trail rides and 

on the day of the ride itself? 

a. If so, have you ever seen these roles challenged? Would you like them to be? 

	
Part	D:	The	Louisiana	Context	and	Beyond	
	

26) Do you think that non-trail ride participants in southwestern Louisiana generally accept 

trail rides? 

a. Why or why not? 

27) Do you think that Creole culture has experienced the same type of promotion and interest 

as has Cajun culture?  

a. What affects does the promotion of these cultures (or lack thereof) have? 

28) Do you ever participate in Cajun cultural events? Do Cajuns participate in Creole events? 

29) Do you see Creole culture as having links to other Creole societies around the world? 

a. If yes, how? 



	 208 

Part	E:	Wrap-Up	Questions	
	

30) Do you have anything else that you would like to add that you feel is important to 

understand experiences of black Creoles in southwestern Louisiana? 

31) Would you like to review a typed copy of our conversation today to confirm, add, or edit 

any of your comments? This copy will not be viewed by anyone except for me. 

32) Would you like to receive a final summary of the results of this research project 

(electronic or hard copy)? 

33) Is there anybody else that you think I should talk to about participation in black Creole 

cultural events? 

34) Do you have any questions for me? 

Thank you for your time and consideration. 
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