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Abstract 

 

In academic literature and professional support, small business success for Black entrepreneurs 

across the U.S. has been defined through narrow and pessimistic lenses. Expectations of high 

economic yield and employment have been the main measures of their success or failure. However, 

in New Orleans, Black entrepreneurship has yielded spirits of social impact and self-determination.  

This thesis hypothesizes that Black business success requires more than economic viability to be 

considered valuable by the entrepreneurs themselves, aiming to contribute to the social and cultural 

atmosphere. 

 

In order to understand how Black business success has been interpreted, this thesis places Black 

businesses of New Orleans in the larger context of historic literature about Black entrepreneurship, 

as well as writings about sense of culture and home. With Black small businesses in New Orleans. 

They are further contextualized by citing my personal experience -as a Black New Orleanian 

customer seeing analogy between their spaces and common spaces within Black New Orleanian 

homes [particularly the Shotgun house] - and historic documentation of two of the city’s and 

country’s earliest sites of entrepreneurship.  

 

Interviews with four Black business owners - a bookstore owner, a coffee shop owner, artist gallery 

owner and dance studio owner - in New Orleans are used to qualitatively explore self-determined 

notions of success in entrepreneurship, connections to local culture and to explore new possible 

frames for measuring value generated in addition to economic gain.   Further analysis of small 

business support and economic development organizations suggests value misalignment and barriers 

within their initiatives’ applications potentially inhibiting Black business success as defined by 

business owners. The thesis concludes with general recommendations about the importance Black 

business as a site of culture and a part of culture, citing potential implications funding, urban design 

and city planning support in New Orleans. 

 

Thesis Supervisor: Karilyn Crocket 

Title: Lecturer of Public Policy and Urban Planning   
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INTRODUCTION 

Black Businesses are Good for Something 

From the beginning of the post-Reconstruction era, Black communities in America have sought to 

survive and thrive within their communities economically, socially, and politically. Whether through 

the existence of Black towns or de facto segregated Black neighborhoods like Treme in New 

Orleans, or Black Wall Street in Tulsa, Black Americans have created improvisational visions of 

better life throughout the country interweaving the cultural remnants of African ancestry with tools 

and systems imposed by Western-world ideologies. From this, the labor and innovation of Black 

Americans’ entrepreneurial spirit have manifested new music genres, architectural styles, fashions, 

and economies of global appeal. It is in this way that Black businesses have contributed to American 

society.  

 

However, Black entrepreneurship value to community growth has been misunderstood. Its worth 

has been subject to contested meanings. Some literature posits Black business, at best, a modest 

attempt of American entrepreneurship, unable to change the collective economic status of Black 

Americans.1 Researchers cite the lack of business acumen and institutionalized racism as coupled 

barriers to business class formation and success.2 These perspectives essentialize Black business 

existence from deficit-based paradigms of illegitimacy and underperformance whether self-inflicted 

and external imposed. Countering this narrative, “2018 State of Women-Owned Business Report”, 

commissioned by American Express noted that Black women entrepreneurs were the fastest 

growing group of entrepreneurs in U.S. between 2007 to 2018.3 Popular media figures like Jay-Z 

have encouraged their Black audiences to become entrepreneurs and to “buy Black” as a form of 

reaching equal status with white dominant society.4 However, both perspectives limit the 

conversation about Black business to economic performance and desires for ownership.  

 

Similarly, small business support organizations see the value of Black business through the narrow 

lenses of supporting local employment of minorities and increasing economic vitality of the city. In 

New Orleans, city-level organizations offer resources to combat historic racial-economic barriers 

and to support community development but are inaccessible. These agencies’ initiatives intent to 

support local Black business is often ineffective due to application barriers, exorbitant capital 

requirements or lack of industry alignment with city contracting needs. Regardless of intention to 

grow the city’s economy5, create social impact6, or reinvest in the built environment conservation7, 

each are unable to assess business success outside of economic gain.  

 

                                                
1 Frazier, E. Franklin. Black Bourgeoisie,1957. 
2 Glazer and Moynihan. Beyond the Melting Pot, 1963. 
3 The 2018 State of Women-Owned Businesses Report - American Express 
4JAY-Z - Rap Radar Podcast (Part 1) 
5 New Orleans Business Alliance, ProsperityNOLA Plan 
6 Propeller Incubator, Mission Statement  
7 New Orleans Redevelopment Authority, Façade RENEW Goals 
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But what if the assumed definition of business success is limited in defining Black entrepreneurial success? Black 

businesses have served as true cultural epicenters for Black Americans and as contributors to vibrant 

city culture. These businesses have allowed for spaces of safety, economic exchange, cultural 

solidarity, public discourse, and innovation. My thesis seeks to uncover how Black business owners 

define their own success and challenges, articulate their other forms of value to the city, and how 

small business support organizations are empowering these business owners to reach their self-

defined notions of success. 

 

 

Chapter Layout and Overviews  

Chapter One of this thesis contextualizes Black entrepreneurship through three broad literature 

groups. Historically, Black businesses have been understood as “myths” in the U.S. incapable of 

attaining the status of legitimate American business for various reasons.8 Additional research has 

attempted to framed Black entrepreneurship as lacking success because of racial bias and unavailable 

capital, recognizing the barriers in both federal and private lending practices, lack of generational 

wealth and business acumen. However, its position continues to make assertions that Black 

businesses are comparable to other ethnic communities to which the former should aspire to be 

more like the latter.9 I contend that Black businesses should be seen neither from the former or 

latter literature.  

 

This chapter argues for an assets-based framing of Black entrepreneurship. Tying into a smaller 

body of literature about Black businesses as tools for “community building”, I argue their roles as 

extending beyond economic prosperity within Black communities. 10 This centers a social impact 

framework, considering definitions of Black community, culture and social value. I propose that we 

see Black culture as a result of dedicated labor - the will for self-determination- and not through 

products of leisure, drawing on the labor practices of businesses owners as well as cultural 

practitioners (i.e. brass brand and Black masking Indians). Collectively, these ideas set the 

foundation for seeing Black business as a part of the social cohesion of Black communities. 

 

Chapter Two explores the research methods taken to construct this thesis. Recognizing my 

embodied identities and experiences as a repatriate of New Orleans, small business technical 

assistance provider and patron of Black businesses, this chapter articulates how my use of oral 

histories, discourse analysis, and archival resources argues for alternative forms of data collection 

and understanding richer hidden value of Black businesses.   

 

Chapter Three suggests that researchers should see Black business as an expression of Black 

culture and more deeply rooted in spatial and cultural notions of Black American home. Using the 

oldest known form of African-American residential architecture, I metaphorically compare four 

                                                
8 Frazier, E. Franklin, Black Bourgeoisie. 1957. 
9 Glazer and Moynihan. Beyond the Melting Pot, 1963. 
10Sutton, “The Meaning of Black Entrepreneurship in Constructing Community.” 



8 
 

Black New Orleans businesses to the spatial norms and cultural familiarity of the major rooms of 

the shotgun house.  

 

Chapter Four uses personal and historical narratives to visualize Black business as a form of Black 

culture through a walk through the Treme neighborhood, past and present. Seeking to reveal the 

hidden culture within many festive celebrations, this chapter revisits two of the earliest sites historic 

of Black entrepreneurship illuminating how they both have cultivated Black business economically 

and socially.  

 

Chapter Five elevates the voices of Black culture-based businesses in New Orleans’ historically 

Black neighborhoods after Hurricane Katrina. I highlight four different business owners and 

business types - a coffee shop, a bookstore, an artist studio, and dance studio - that I believe imbue 

similar notions of Black culture into their brick and mortar spaces through their intentional 

centering of Blackness in their choices of decor, programming, and geographic location. Through 

semi-structured interviews, I capture how each business owner defines successful Black 

entrepreneurship, their ventures’ relationships to local Black culture in New Orleans, what they see 

as challenges to their businesses, community, and culture within their neighborhoods, and their 

engagement with local cultural-economic development resources. By asserting an ethnographic-like 

approach of the interviewing, this chapter focuses on individual voices before making assumptions 

about their shared beliefs.  

 

Chapter Six analyzes the four interviewed entrepreneurs’ definitions of success to develop common 

understandings about Black business value could be understood more generally in New Orleans. 

Subdivided into major categories of economic prosperity, servicing community needs, supporting 

local culture, and investing in entrepreneurial spirit, this chapter provides detailed prescriptions 

about how Black businesses define success in their own ventures and for other Black businesses 

around the city of New Orleans. Additionally, it provides independently and collectively recognized 

challenges across the Black brick and mortar businesses. The assessment of collective perceived 

success and challenges provides personal voice and context to potential value not captured by 

entities seeking to support them.    

 

Chapter Seven delves into three notable local economic development and small business support 

entities - New Orleans Business Alliance (NOLABA), Propeller Social Impact Accelerator, and the 

New Orleans Redevelopment Authority (NORA) - attempting to invest in Black entrepreneurship, 

cultural preservation, and cultural production. Through analysis of their mission statements and 

initiatives’ applications, this chapter assesses how their goals and resources align with values of 

success as defined by the interviewed business owners. A deeper survey of each entity provides 

insight into see how their relationship to Black business success can be improved.  

 

Conclusion discusses the gaps in resources and potential value loss in the absence of these types of 

Black New Orleanian businesses. Here, I offer recommendations to grant makers, planners and 
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policymakers about how to more equitably make available their resources to contribute to Black 

businesses and Black culture and the challenges of policy-regulated culture. 
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CHAPTER 1: CONTEXTUALIZING BLACK BUSINESS  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

In order to understand Black businesses in America and the value they contribute to society, it is 

important to assess how Black entrepreneurship has been written about in literature. This chapter 

reveals three major trends in literature discourse: Black businesses as “myths”, Black businesses as 

“disadvantaged” and Black businesses as “community builders”. Additionally, it defines new terms 

essential to contextualizing Black culture. 

 

Black Businesses as Myth 

Traditional literature about Black entrepreneurial efforts have been seen from pessimistic 

ethnographic lenses. This can be traced to the words of the author of the “Black Bourgeoisie”, E. 

Franklin Frazier, who has regarded ideas of Black business as unimportant to the American 

economy.  

 

“The Negro lacks a business tradition or the experience of people who over generations 

have engaged in buying and selling. Neither the traditions of the gentleman nor his peasant 

heritage had provided the Negro with this outlook on the world.”11  

 

Arguing the pursuits of Black business as propaganda tool created to serve the Black bourgeoisie 

class of America, he fervently dismisses the notion of Black entrepreneurship as tool for self-

liberation for the then-segregated population.  Describing the entrepreneurial endeavors of post-

Emancipation era Black business people as “incapable of providing substantial employment or 

income to Black Americans”, Frazier amongst others paint a one-sided perspective about Black 

business in the country. Due to the lack of huge economic gains afforded to White and other ethnic-

minority business owners and the sustained employment gap of Black Americans as compared to 

white Americans, he pervasively frames entrepreneurship in Black communities as a “myth”.12 

Sociologists Glazer and Moynihan (1963) echo similar sentiments: 

 

“The almost complete absence of a [Black] business class … The small shopkeeper, small 

manufacturer, or small entrepreneur … [that] has played such an important role in the rise of 

immigrant groups in America that its absence from the Negro community warrants … 

discussion.”13 

 

These perspectives omit the socially and economically successful business gains of people of African 

descent across North America acknowledged by authors Messer, Shriver, and Adams who described 

Black Wall Street. Neighborhoods like Greenwood, better known as “Black Wall Street” in Tulsa, 

Oklahoma, generating over 300 businesses in a thriving Black commercial district, are often lost 

from these arguments about Black businesses not have thriving business enclaves. This community 

                                                
11 Frazier, E. Franklin, Black Bourgeoisie. 1957. 
12 Frazier, E. Franklin. Black Bourgeoisie. 1957. 
13 Glazer and Moynihan, Beyond the Melting Pot, 1963.  



11 
 

was one of many Black entrepreneurial spaces resulting from Jim Crow laws and early desires of 

many Black Americans for self-sufficiency. Consequently, the lack of recognition of neighborhoods 

like Greenwood fail to present the perpetual threats of racial violence. For Black Wall Street, the 

Tulsa Race Riots physically bombed and destroyed the Black businesses, decimating the business 

class and spirit of self-determination for Black entrepreneurs in the city.14 

 

Black Businesses as “Disadvantaged” 

Another thread of literature asserts that Black-owned businesses have unequal status and power in 

America as compared to other ethnic minority groups who’ve migrated to the U.S. This model of 

critic for analyzing Black business success first 1)  “acknowledges the impact of disadvantages and 

discrimination” within larger American social structures, 2) “measures specific resources and 

disadvantages associated with patterns of entrepreneurial achievement”, 3) “describes the bases of 

business success and enumerates the achievements of various immigrant and minority populations in 

entrepreneurship” and 4) finally, “finds the answer to groups’ success or failure solely based upon 

independent studies of businesses’ function. What this literature implies is that the mere deployment 

of resources within Black businesses reach (including strong work ethic, cooperative communal 

economics and creativity) will help them achieve parity with White-owned businesses. Similarly, 

literature argues that Black communities’ individualism and lack of commitment to patronizing Black 

businesses has historically been the blame for almost non-existence Black businesses. However, 

these implications that “if one minority population can achieve entrepreneurial success in the U.S. so 

can others” is missing critical context. 15 

 

Though attempting to address the disparities between resources afforded to White and other ethnic 

minority-owned businesses, this literature body, like the previous body, acknowledges Black 

businesses from deficit-based assessments. Researchers fail to assess any positive assets associated 

with Black entrepreneurship or the inability for Black people to earn wages during enslavement and 

Jim Crow sharecropping, consistently facing White supremacist economic terrorism, structural 

inability to accumulate wealth through property due to redlining, inability to access veteran affairs 

loans due to conditions of FHA mortgage discrimination, and punitive incarceration in the present.16 

The comparisons of Black business status to the success stories of other immigrant groups not only 

implies an incapacity for Black Americans in business but omits the role of institutional racism in the 

economic success. These critiques undeniably reveal a more general anti-Black American sentiment 

missing the social and cultural importance of Black business in Black communities. 

 

Black Businesses as “Community Builders” 

The most significant literature group to this thesis is an emerging body of texts that present Black 

entrepreneurship as essential to the historic community building in Black neighborhoods. Despite 

assertions of entrepreneurship in Black communities as inherently unstable and risky, authors like 

                                                
14 Messer, Shriver, and. Adams, “The Destruction of Black Wall Street” 2018 
15 Gold, “A Critical Race Theory Approach to Black American Entrepreneurship.” 
16 Baradaran, The Color of Money, Black Banks and the Racial Wealth Gap. p 103 
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Stacey Sutton offer fuller picture of Black businesses as desirable for few reasons. The primary 

motivator for Black entrepreneurship, she notes, has been to attain forms of “self-sufficiency” for a 

sense of autonomy conveyed through the American dream. Another equally important factor for 

Black entrepreneurship has been “frustration with inequality” perpetuated by American 

institutionalized racism. Constrained geographically by legal or de facto segregated Black 

communities, these businesses were supported by captivated audiences of community residents. 

Their presence, geographically and symbolically, offered them value beyond personal economic 

advancement, aiding community employment and making the entrepreneurs idols of “self-

determination and community empowerment” to their Black neighbors and patrons. It is this 

literature that it most valuable to investigating Black business and the plethora of ways they are 

successful.17 

 

Defining Terms: Black Community and Black Culture 

As the argument for assessing the dual value of Black businesses, it is important to first define a few 

terms. “Black community” in this research should be understood as a racial-ethnic identifier 

primarily centering the collective lived experiences and cultural memory of the descendants of 

enslaved Africans in North America from the transatlantic slave trade. It then extends outwardly to 

include those from the African diaspora who were enslaved and descendants of people who were in 

enslaved and then to those who have migrated to the with no Transatlantic slavery connection from 

Africa. Black community is understood of social and genetic relationships. 

 

From “Black community” grows the phenomenon of Black culture. Author of “Exchanging Our 

Country Marks: Transformation of African Identities” denotes the roots of Black culture as the 

culmination of West and Central African cultural memory (traditions, labor, ways of being) that 

persevered through European settler colonialism in North America, shifting culture from ethnicity 

to race. Black culture, then, implies, collective and individual practices of ingenuity, improvisation, 

incorporation and response to dominant societal pressures from whiteness. Through this project we 

focus primarily on Black New Orleanian culture.18  

 

Though dominant American society has primarily identified “Black culture” as a form of 

entertainment, this research is contesting that normalization. In my findings, research is plentiful in 

academic interpretations of Black culture as “Black” popular culture. Historian and Professor Henry 

Louis Gates highlights the roots of mainstream understanding of Black culture through mass media 

during the 70’s and the rise of the “Black is Beautiful” philosophy of Civil Rights Movement/Black 

Panther Party. Popular shows like Soul Train though begins to showcase the Black experience as 

something positive, then mainstream America began to conflate the Black experience as one of 

celebration. 19 This is what I define as Black culture as leisure. 

 

                                                
17 Sutton, “The Meaning of Black Entrepreneurship in Constructing Community.”  
18 Gomez, Michael A. “Exchanging Our Country Marks 
19Gates Jr., “Classroom | Black Is Beautiful.” 
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Building upon literature of “Black business as community building”, I believe that Black culture can 

be seen as product of labor and home. This perspective sees culture as rooted in action, long-term 

work, practice, intentionality, and creativity rooted in notions of home. It is fundamentally an act of 

resistance.  

 

The term colloquially known “culture bearer” is critical to understanding the current value of Black 

business owners beyond their product offerings. In New Orleans, the term is commonly used to 

describe Black community leaders dedicated to serving, promoting, and championing local Black 

culture citywide. However, there is no formal definition of the phase. It can best be understood as a 

person or entity who takes of the mantle of support culture for the purpose preservation and sharing 

through communal lineages. This is to be distinguished from the term “cultural practitioner” used 

to describe a person directly producing motifs and products or practicing the cultural traditions and 

ceremonies. Culture bearers actively take up causes that support the cultural products and black 

people who labor to create them. This includes advocacy through archiving (visual and physical) 

offering resources (financial, social and cultural capital) and space. 

 

Historically, desirable business success by its American capitalist definition has meant to equate to 

high amounts of revenue and low operation costs. However, in recent years, there has been a 

growing trend of ventures having a triple-bottom line- the third mandate to create social impact. 

This has included business solving environmental crises, creating economic opportunity for 

historically disadvantaged populations, and offering a better quality life for humanity, all while 

creating a profit. Though not afforded the courtesy of the social impact lens, this thesis wrestles with 

notion of Black businesses as social ventures by default historically and currently. 

 

In the midst of continual housing and commercial gentrification and displacement Black residents 

around the U.S., Black brick and mortar businesses should be seen as agents of social belonging and 

cultural preservation, ensuring spaces of safety in the city. Though economic viability is essential to 

business operations, this thesis argues that the social values of Black entrepreneurs may be more 

telling of why entrepreneurs are in business. 
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CHAPTER 2: RESEARCH METHODS 

Investigating how Black business are understood, this chapter explains a mixed-method research 

approach for this thesis including oral histories, discourse analysis, and archival methods. My 

findings primarily uncover the value of first-person experience in defining what counts as culture 

and the value of imagery to understand Black business value more widely. 

 

ACKNOWLEDGING MY VOICE  

As a Black business customer and native New Orleanian, it is important to recognize and validate 

how my own lived experiences shape this research. Recollecting experiences in Black space prior to 

and post Hurricane Katrina, I’m able to recount memories of places that are not archived and more 

experientially shared with other Black New Orleanians.  

 

WHY ORAL HISTORIES? 

Oral histories are the most important form of research for this project. Because academic literature 

has minimized or ignored the voice of Black entrepreneurs in its characterization of successful 

entrepreneurship, this thesis is attempting to center self-understanding and self-representation of 

Black entrepreneurs. Having previously established relationships with each business owner selected 

as an interviewee or reference- through small business support provision, as a repeat customer and 

through communal references - these businesses were chosen given of their long-standing local 

relationships as Black New Orleanians, geographic location, familiarity with Black citizenry, business 

community and aspirational commitments to community investment.  

 

Through our semi-structured phone interviews, I was able to engage in generative dialogue with my 

interviewees questioning what they identify as successful Black entrepreneurship for themselves, 

how they see themselves and businesses as connected to local culture and what challenges they 

perceive as hindrances to their business and community success. These questions allowed business 

owners to first speak to the idealized version of entrepreneurship that they personally aspire to and 

then dive into the barriers that have been verbalized in our previous conversations. Questions about 

cultural connectivity were offered to understand how each entrepreneur saw their enterprises as 

connected to place (their respective neighborhoods and New Orleans more generally) and people 

(Black New Orleanians and Black Americans generally) around them. The last set of questions about 

business challenges positioned each interviewee to articulate multiple challenges to entrepreneurship 

before deciding on which they perceived to be the most challenging. The conversational format 

allowed for these business owners to meander back and forth across previous questions, offering 

contextual support for how each business owner is processing each response. This process, most 

importantly, allowed me to archive their voices making them heard and accessible for future 

researchers. From our conversations, I realized that these business owners were hardly requested to 

share their views for academic inquiry. As a former small business adviser, I was aware that small 

business surveys were commonly used research tool to capture business owner perspectives. 

However, these oral histories inquiries allowed for personal and generative interviews.  
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DISCOURSE ANALYSIS 

Understanding what culture is crucial to this project. Culture has a huge definition but through this 

project, referencing the interviews of these select business owners allows us to create measure of 

what counts as culture and what doesn’t. Finding commonality in the direct responses to posed 

questions and understanding the anecdotal references to significant factors presented a research 

opportunity for determining more expansive categorizations of what makes Black businesses 

success. 

 

 

ARCHIVAL METHODS 

Digital archives were essential to setting the context for Black New Orleans businesses throughout 

this investigation. Historic maps made visual the geography of historic Black neighborhoods where 

the interviewed business owners, cultural references and other important symbols are or were 

located. Historic photos offered visual justification and comparisons to past and more recent 

existences of Black New Orleanian space, commerce and lifestyle.  
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CHAPTER 3: THEORY 

UNDERSTANDING BLACK BUSINESS AS BLACK CULTURE 

By understanding how Black communities were formed in the U.S., including my personal 

observations as a Black New Orleanian, and those of Black New Orleanian customers and 

businesses owners, this chapter explains how Black business value extends beyond simple 

consumerism and how it has served as an asset to Black culture. Through dissecting the uses of the 

shotgun house - a widespread African- American architectural typology- and its connection to ideas 

of home for many Black New Orleanians, I argue that we metaphorically see Black businesses of 

today as analogous to spaces within this housing type both spatially and culturally.  

 

“The attachment [to Black communities] is based both past interactions, or the memories of interactions 

associated with place and potential interactions, the perceived future experiences hoped to occur in that place.” 

- The Meaning of Black Entrepreneurship in Constructing Community,  

Stacey Sutton, Rutgers  University 

 

Black communities in America have manifested through the collision of remnants of African culture 

and European colonial imperialist policy. Legal segregationist policies of the Jim Crow South acted 

as quarantine holding Black Americans in marginal amounts of space. In the city of New Orleans, 

the results of the Supreme Court case “Plessy v. Ferguson” case declaring “separate but equal”, 

commercially and residentially redlined Black citizens into the Treme, Storyville and the Marigny 

neighborhoods.20 Discriminatory policies, subpar employment opportunities and the lack of 

commercial services for Black Americans, Greg Fairchild argues, created ethnic enclaves of self-

determination, forcing Black people to create many of their own businesses for survival21. Without 

access to equitable loan capital, Black business owners successfully created many businesses like 

Circle Food Store (see Figure 1) that were supported primarily by Black consumer base. Historian 

and author W.E.B. DuBois echoes this sentiment:  

 

“Under cooperative effort have been grouped a number of business ventures whose 

existence is due primarily to the peculiar environment of the Negro in this land. . . These 

enterprises are peculiar instances of the ‘advantage of the disadvantage’– of the way in which 

the hostile environment has forced the Negro to do for himself.”22 

 

 

                                                
20 Supreme Court Case “Plessy v. Ferguson” 
21 Fairchild, "Spatial Assimilation and Self-Employment: The Case of Black Americans," 
22 DUBOISE(Dubois, 1899: 14 -15) 
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Though these businesses were 

segregated, the location of their 

establishments in Black neighborhoods 

were sustained by the revenue generated 

from their customers of shared needs 

and values. Although considered meager 

economic wins historically by authors 

like Frazier, they set the stage for 

entrepreneurship in Black communities 

to consistently exist.23 For then-business 

owners, their businesses provided 

support for their quest for self-

determination, access to the ideals of 

manifest destiny, and positioned them as 

aspirational figures in the community. 

For their Black customers, Black businesses offered figures of inspiration, economic employment, 

and spaces outside of church and home where the collective social, political, and cultural identity 

were reinforced and grown. However, many of these Black entrepreneurial endeavors sprang up 

from their physical houses, breeding a connection between home and commercial activity within 

these neighborhoods. In New Orleans, this blurred line was fostered by architectural typology of 

many Black New Orleanians: the shotgun. 

 

The shotgun house embodies importance in the Black 

New Orleanian notions of home culturally and 

spatially. Evolving from the West African antecedent 

the “shogon” house (pictured in Figure 2), the 

shotgun’s origins have been recognized as entering 

North America through New Orleans through the 

labor of freed Haitian craftsmen migrating after the 

Haitian Revolution.24 Its arrival spatially reintroduced 

the African traditional values on the importance of 

“extended family” and “the development of 

interpersonal relationships” to Black New Orleanians.  

 

The nebulous “boundaries between self, family and 

community” were articulated through the horizontal 

spatial layout by the shotgun house’s small modular 

rooms (see Figure 4). It afforded freed slaves an opportunity to self-determine their collective 

identity. Most significantly, the alignment of their front porches against the street edge brought the 

                                                
23 Frazier, E. Franklin, Black Bourgeoisie. 1957. 
24 Upton, D., America's Architectural Roots: Ethnic Groups That Built America.  

Figure 2: Shogon Yoruba House, Source: America's 
Architectural Roots (Upton, 1986) 

 

Figure 1: Historic Circe Food Store, 1939, Source: Historic 
NewOrleans.org) 



18 
 

spaces of home into public and commercial 

community gathering spaces.25 These collectives of shotguns in Treme, Storyville and the Marigny 

and their Black residents has meant bringing together commerce and culture in New Orleans.  

 

Sentiments about the importance of home within Black New Orleanian business have been echoed 

in my interviews with business owners who are currently located in historic Black neighborhoods. 

Whether their business ventures were conceived and operated within the confines of home or they 

are intentional about making their brick and mortar spaces comfortable, familiar, and communal for 

Black consumers, each business owner expressed some form connection between culture, home, 

and commerce. Their socially conscious goals are definitely supported by the physical spaces - some 

adaptations of shotgun homes - and the geographies they are located in.  

                                                
25 Tucker, Sheryl G. “Reinnovating the African-American Shotgun House [Roots]” 

Figure 3: Shotgun House in Port-au-Prince with a 
double entrance. Source: America's Architectural 
Roots (Upton, 1986) 

Figure 4: Drawing of a Shotgun House in New Orleans, Source: 
America's Architectural Roots (Upton, 1986) 
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As I consider personal notions of home, it is worth consideration to see some Black New Orleanian 

businesses as symbolic references to spaces within the shotgun home. Comparing a barbershop to 

the front porch, a bookstore to the living room, a coffee shop to the kitchen-dining area and an 

artist gallery and studio to the bedroom, I offer insight about the social and cultural value of Black 

businesses for customers and business owners.  

 

Headquarters Barbershop as the Front 

Porch  

Headquarters Barbershop, one of the few 

Black-owned businesses in the now-Midcity 

area, acts as safe haven for Blackness to exist 

safely in the one of few mostly white 

neighborhoods in the city. Sitting at the 

convergence of Broad Street, Ursuline Ave and 

Belle Chase Street, Headquarters can be 

compared to spending time on the front porch 

of the shotgun. The front porch for Black New 

Orleanians has been one of the most used 

public-private spaces. After a long day at work 

or school, you can find the place of intimate 

conversations, the loudest public discourse 

about sports, politics and popular culture 

between friends, family and neighbors. It’s 

where you can hear jazz-hip hop cover music 

blasting for everyone in the neighborhood to 

hear and someone can be found trying to sell 

you a lunch plate for the following week, 

burned CDs and DVDs of the lasted flicks and 

sounds. Like the front porch, Headquarters 

acts as a platform for the familiar to bring you 

something new. Fresh new haircuts from familiar clippers and new interpersonal debates and 

revelations are made evident in words from consistent barbershop personalities are just a couple of 

the ways this manifest.  

 

Figure 4: Diagram of a Shotgun House 
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For Black customers, hopping into the 

barber chair is more than just for the 

sake of a Caesar or fade haircut. It acts a 

form of therapy for Black customers. 

Like aromatherapy, the fresh smells of 

rubbing alcohol, talc powder and oil 

sheens from previous haircuts fill the air 

setting the atmosphere for revelatory 

conversation. The relationship between 

the barber and customer acts as an 

exchange of life stories, personal desires 

for the future, and building trust and 

vulnerability between the two. This is the 

front porch for Black New Orleanians.  

 

Community Book Center as the Living Room 

Following this notion of a home, Community Book Center can be thought of as my living room. 

Before their passing, my great-grandparents’ living room was known as communal place of comfort, 

wisdom and support. At a glance around the room, you could get a glimpse of a shrine of family and 

friend’s photos, decor references from the 70’s, and potted plants. This space was filled with 

outdated wooden panels and a random collection of forgotten items scattered around the room as if 

it always belonged there, evokes a feeling of process. From sunup to sundown, you’d expect a mix 

of extended cousins and aunts from around the neighborhood and out of town visitors to say “I just 

wanted to drop in for a few minutes to speak” but end up staying for hours sharing humor, life 

gossip, and anecdotes about “family responsibility” or “God’s grace”. Though not a cafeteria, there 

was always some food floating around the room for communal sharing, almost ceremonious to the 

conversations undulating between resolution and ambiguity as elders offer prayer and advice to 

younger generations, resources shared and support mustered. The space was safe but edifying.  

 

Community Book Center can be viewed 

through this prism. From the moment you 

walk in the door, the wood smell primes a 

mental memory of familiarity, longevity, 

and age. Affectionately known as Mama 

Vera and Mama Jen, owner Vera Warren-

Williams and co-operator Jennifer Williams 

can be heard saying “Welcome to 

Community Book Center’ in warm vocal 

tone. The space, though rectilinear, feels 

like walking into the rounded encapsulation 

of two hands gently coming together. The 

Figure 5: Headquarters Barbershop, Source: Facebook.com 

Figure 6: Community Book Center, Source: GentillyMessenger.com 
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Baobab tree bookcase and installation, surrounded by works of art and photographs from local 

artists, draws visitors in to sit beneath it in wooden hand painted chairs in the collective references 

to Africa. Like my great-grandparents’ living room, you visit the store with the intention of being 

present briefly but end up staying for hours. The nexus of information, acts as a portal of knowledge 

sharing, humility and encouragement amongst people from all walks of life. From aspiring writers 

looking to sell their books and political organizing groups looking to build movements to young 

Black women volunteers looking to give time to reorganize space, Black New Orleanians from 

around the city come to Community Book Center with the intention to invest and to be invested in. 

 

Those patronizing the CBC walk into a space filled with more than books. As they push open the 

hard to open door, customers enter into spaces reminiscent of their childhoods in the city. They 

array of seating options gives them space to make personal. The familiarity of one of the two Black 

matriarchs running the store makes them feel welcomed. The artwork - both Afrocentric or historic 

- displayed around the room in a non-formal arrangement evokes a space for the positive expression 

of Blackness.  

 

Backatown Coffee Parlor as the Kitchen-Dining Room 

When one visits Backatown Coffee Parlor, it 

reminiscent of those values between formal, 

self-determination and relaxation and 

dialogue. At the center of Basin Street next to 

the historic Iberville Housing projects, 

Backatown is homage to the swagger of the 

Black living room and the comfort and safety 

of the Black kitchen. The New Orleans 

accent warmly welcomes you into the space. 

Like the dining room walls, the walls of 

Backatown proudly displays artwork of Black 

contemporary pieces of art and photography 

around its perimeter. The dark hues of 

mahogany and black chairs and sofas draws 

you in to get comfortable enough in a nook around the space to focus on your work. If you close 

your eyes, you can hear a number of plans and special projects being hashed out by Black business 

partners, entrepreneurs and their prospective clients, and students’ groups of different ages.  

 

Backatown Coffee Parlor, resembles the notions of home connected to the kitchen-dining room 

area. The kitchen-dining room in Black New Orleanian homes are spaces of sweet aromas, decadent 

display and where multiple types of work get done. The kitchen area is the space where life lessons 

are learned in dialogue over food. Whether a family is preparing soul food in for Sunday dinner or 

nibbling on leftovers in the middle of the night, the gathering in the kitchen was the way we 

expressed our joys and sorrows with each other. Complimentary to the kitchen, the dining room acts 

Figure 7: Backatown Coffee Parlor (Mapquest.com) 
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as a more serious space. Plastered in meticulously thought-out table placements and wall decor, this 

space serves as place of proud ornamental display and the backdrop for everyone to do their own 

work. Whether it was my parents sorting through bills or my siblings working through homework 

and school projects, the dining room is the most formal. However, it’s not like a cubicle office 

space. It allows you to be more focused on an individual task while still being in the social sphere of 

the kitchen.  

 

Studio.Be as the Bedroom  

The artist studio, Studio.Be in the Faubourg Marigny neighborhood is uniquely compared to 

bedroom. The bedroom in the shotgun house is a space that is personal, contemplative, and bold 

expressing my understanding of the city, the world, my Blackness, and culture. A reflection of 

personal beliefs, the bedroom is filled with vivid posters of Black musicians, political thinkers and 

photos friends and family. It is a nexus for digestion of new ideas, building your own conception of 

the world around you. Studio.Be resembles a Black space that is always in process, referencing 

previous political thoughts, visual cues, and bringing them to present to garner strength. Like the 

West African symbol for 

the Sankofa bird, the 

studio blends ideals of 

ephemerality and 

permanence through the 

street art style paintings 

and installation on the 

wall interiors on the 

makeshift warehouse-

studio. For Black New 

Orleanian patrons of 

Studio.Be, it’s a 

repository for learning 

significant Black New 

Orleanian political 

leaders as well as 

reflecting on life before 

Hurricane Katrina and transcendence from it.  

 

Individually each of these businesses embody a strong sense of spatial draw to Black New 

Orleanians sensibility. However, collectively they invoke the spirit of Black culture felt through other 

Black businesses in the city. They offer a sense a shelter in rapidly gentrifying city.  

 

Figure 8: Studio.Be (Source: http://bmike.com/project/studio-be/ ) 

http://bmike.com/project/studio-be/
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Figure 9: Diagram of the spirit of the shotgun 
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CHAPTER 4: BLACK ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN TREME  

This chapter hopes to unveil the importance of the spatial geography of black business and black 

culture. By making clear the racial enclaves that existed across New Orleans specifically within the 

Treme/Backatown area, we can pinpoint a spirit of black business that has been persevered across 

generations but also across Black New Orleanian culture.  

  

WALKING THROUGH TREME TODAY 

A walk from the intersection of 

South Rampart Street on to St. 

Bernard Avenue could give visitors a 

sense of the vibrancy of one of the 

oldest Black neighborhoods in the 

country. A weekday visit would 

present a mostly modest and 

inactive commercial area of small 

bars and dives. But on the afternoon 

of Super Sunday, the neighborhood 

of Treme transforms into an almost 

Caribbean Carnival-like celebration. 

New Orleans Super Sunday is a 

spectacle of splendor for hundreds 

of locals and tourists alike. Black masking Indian tribes following their Big Chiefs through the streets 

can be heard bellowing powerful chants and wearing their year-long sewn bright feathered and 

bedazzled suits. Brass band sounds pierce through the facades of pastel colored shotgun houses and 

local businesses while a marching precession of supporters, neighbors and visitors follow in awe and 

dance. A closer look into at the scene though reveals Black New Orleanians culture that is often 

taken for granted. 

 

Walking the streets of Treme during 

Super Sunday or second line 

procession, you will find Black 

vendors selling local comfort foods 

like smoke sausage sandwiches on a 

bun, barbequed chicken, and freshly 

mixed drinks under a tent or from 

the back of tailgate on the streets 

medians or colloquially known as 

“neutral grounds”. At first glance, 

onlookers could perceive this buying 

and selling as simple commerce. But 

Figure 10: SuperSunday 2018, www.offbeat.com/news/super-
sunday-2018-2/ 

Figure 11: Black vendors grills at second line 
(medium.com/gone/second-line-parades-new-orleans  
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these entrepreneurs and the space they create set the stage for informal reunions with neighbors, 

classmates and childhood friends, cultural affirmation and unity, and exchanges of resources for 

people with generational relationships to the neighborhood. Though these moments are temporary, 

these events reintroduce the importance of Black New Orleans entrepreneurs as “culture bearers” 

supporting the everyday presence of Black people in Treme. Dually, it is reminiscent of local historic 

Black brick and mortar businesses whose spaces are remnants of past community hubs beginning to 

fade away.  

 

Circle Food Store, one of the area’s oldest Black businesses and the city’s only Black-owned grocery 

supplier now sits at the intersection of St. Bernard Avenue and South Claiborne Avenue dormant 

waiting for to be gentrified. Historically, it served as one of many spaces of convergence of Black 

business and culture in Treme. “Originally the St. Bernard Market founded in 1854, Circle Food 

Store was a community gathering space which housed a grocery store, bakery, pharmacy, uniform 

shop, dentist, chiropractor, bill payment center and other necessary amenities before its closings 

following damages by Hurricane Katrina and additional flooding in 2018.” 26 In this one location, 

the daily needs of Black New Orleanians from Treme and beyond could be met. It is in this way that 

Circle Food Store and many other businesses of Treme embodied “the culture of growing and 

raising [Black New Orleanian] families, [their] businesses, and those things that empower [them} to 

move about every day.”27 This form of entrepreneurship can be found in even older Black spaces of 

commerce.  

  

CONGO SQUARE  

“[Congo Square’s] story not only bears upon the development of jazz and the history of Black New Orleans, but adds 

to our understanding of the physical growth of the early city, its economic development, and the formation of its social 

and ethnic configuration, as well as the evolution of its celebrated public culture.”28 - Freddie Evans 

  

About a fifteen-minute walk away from 

Circle Food Store is Congo Square nested 

within Louis Armstrong Park on the 

northside of S. Rampart Avenue. The gated 

pocket of live oak trees and radial patterned 

tiles looks almost like a private and 

underused park today. On Sunday 

afternoons, however, you can find drumming 

circle of Djembe drums, ceremonial libations 

being poured for near and distant ancestors, 

sitting under tens in the round. Vendors can 

be found selling crafts and jeweler, and 

                                                
26 Lawrence and O'Dwyer. “Circle Food Store.”  
27  Allen, Journey.  Interview with Dasjon Jordan. Phone interview. March 15, 2019. 
28 Evans, Congo Square: African Roots in New Orleans 

Figure 12: Drawing of Early Congo Square 
https://afropunk.com/2018/02/black-history-congo-square-new-orleans-
heart-american-music/ 

https://afropunk.com/2018/02/black-history-congo-square-new-orleans-heart-american-music/
https://afropunk.com/2018/02/black-history-congo-square-new-orleans-heart-american-music/
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sometimes fresh produce. The exchange of commerce in Congo Square is indicative of its earliest 

origins.  
 

Historically, the vending space, initiated as “an unplanned open, grass covered field used by 

indigenous people” swelled during early French colonial slavery in Louisiana as the sole designated 

marketplace for enslaved Africans, their descendants, and free people of color to engage publicly in 

commerce. Resulting from the rule of Code Noir - a series of slavery laws rooted in French 

colonization- and perpetual threats of starvation of the early New Orleans colony made the site of 

the demolished Fort St. Ferdinand ripe for the mobilization of Black entrepreneurship.29 This quasi-

free public space is significant for several reasons; 1) first, it afforded a sense of control to enslaved 

Africans who were then allowed to sell goods in order to sustain their own lives and potentially 

purchase their own freedom; 2) it also provided free people of color a venue to do business legally, 

amass wealth, and invest the liberation of the enslaved through their purchasing power. The 

combination of laxness and regulation allowed for a dense and regular convening of early Black New 

Orleanians from a myriad of social, political, and economic standings, African geographies , bringing 

their “cultural social and religious practices and influences” to Congo Square 30; 3) Lastly, the 

marketplace, acting as the only urban space for Black people to convene legally under the White 

gaze made Congo Square space of exchange a phoenix-like Black micro-city, empowering 

generations of entrepreneurs to come.  

 

TREME, BACKATOWN AND BEYOND  

Spirits of self-determination, cultural pride, and economic liberation through Black business are 

rooted in the larger Backatown neighborhood, where Treme, Congo Square, Storyville and the 

Marigny are today. This post-Emancipation Black neighborhood emerged as a beacon of Black 

culture. Operating outside of the city’s earliest perimeter boundaries (S. Rampart Street to the north, 

                                                
29 Riddell, “Le Code Noir.” 
30 Evans, Congo Square: African Roots in New Orleans 

Figure 13: Map showing the locations of business owners and their historic neighborhoods, Source: Google 
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Esplanade Avenue to the east and Canal Street to the west) on the back-side-of-town and 

colloquially referred to as “Backatown”, the neighborhood acted as one of the first autonomous-like 

Black communities in New Orleans. Several Black businesses offered products and spaces of 

cultural affirmation serving segregated Black New Orleanians from the warmth of retail in Creole 

cottages and double shotgun houses.31 The neighborhood emboldened a legion of Black business 

women and men pursuing ventures as artisans, property owners, and merchants. Its density of Black 

residents ensured consumer patronage and communal support. Acting as extensions of their homes 

and social lives, their businesses were vital platforms of public and political life. They nurtured a 

sense of neighborhood identity and pride, as well as a strong will for individual and collective-self-

determination.32 It is evident that Black business owners in contemporary New Orleans benefit from 

these practices, a rich entrepreneurial lineage, and wider understand of what success in business 

looks like.   

                                                
31 Treme Architecture, New Orleans.com 
32 Hodge, Faubourg Treme: The Untold Story of Black New Orleans 

https://www.neworleans.com/plan/neighborhoods/treme/architecture/
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CHAPTER 5: ELEVATING ENTREPRENEURIAL VOICES: INTERVIEW 

TRANSCRIPTS 

In order to capture how Black businesses in New Orleans today may define success, this chapter 

draws on the voices of four Black entrepreneurs - Vera Warren-Williams, Alonzo Knox, Journey 

Allen, and Moe Joe - operating in historically Black neighborhoods of New Orleans. Each business 

owner has been in business for varying amounts of time, operating within brick-and-mortar space, 

and catering to a predominantly Black consumer base while intentionally offering products desired 

by a wider consumer base. Here, we share descriptions of each business, their business missions, and 

their direct words in interview transcript form.  

 

Vera Warren-Williams and Community Book Center 

On the 2500 block of Bayou Road stands 

Community Book Center, the longest-running 

Black-owned bookstore in New Orleans. Founder 

and former substitute teacher, Vera-Warren 

Williams discovered the idea for the commercial 

space through her care for presenting Black youth 

of New Orleans with books and other learning 

materials that reflected their history and culture. 

Now thirty-five years later, Community Book 

Center sells more than books, local art and fashion 

pieces, and is recognized as a cultural hub centering 

the experiences of the African-diaspora and 

convener for knowledge share, entrepreneurial 

pursuits and cultural preservation. 33 

 

Alonzo Knox and Backatown Coffee Parlor 

Located in the historic Storyville-area of Treme, Backatown 

Coffee Parlor aims to embody the jazz origins of New 

Orleans into a modern boutique-coffee shop servicing 

customer of varying economic and social strata. Established 

by serial entrepreneur Alonzo Knox, the shop was created as 

a gathering space to help cultivate neighborhood 

development in New Orleans “through the fostering of ideas 

and conversations” centering Black art and ways of 

socializing through programming and visual art. 34 

 

                                                
33 Horizons Meets Community Book Center: How Important are Black Bookstores? - Youtube  
34 https://www.backatownnola.com/about-us  

Figure 14: Vera Warren-Williams of Community 
Book Center, Source: Tulane City Center 

Figure 15: Alonzo Knox of Backatown 
Coffee Parlor, Source: 
theblackprofessional.com 

https://www.backatownnola.com/about-us
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Journey Allen and Artist Journey Allen Gallery and Studio 

Situated in the heart of the city’s historic 7th Ward are artist 

Journey Allen and her self-titled gallery and studio Artist Journey 

Allen Gallery Studio. Functioning beyond the typical art gallery and 

painting studio, AJA Gallery Studio “strives to build community 

and empower its members through its consistent provision of 

creative opportunities” including youth enrichment programs, 

paint-and-sip sessions, and collaborative events with other artists 

and aspiring entrepreneurs.35 

 

Marisa “MoeJoe” Joseph and the Moe Joe Gallery "Home of 

Bounce Fitness" 

In the Marigny community, professional dancer and performer 

MoeJoe manages her dance studio and “multicultural arts wellness 

space”, the MoeJoe Gallery. The gallery combines Afro-Creole 

street dance, dance fitness exercise, and cultural education to “empower healing movement, 

explorative self-identity and the reclamation of self-power.36 

 

Full-Interview Transcripts 

In order to center the perspective of the Black 

businesses in New Orleans who were 

interviewed, I present the direct words of each 

our semi-formal interviews. This is done 

instead of only anecdotally referring to or 

summarizing their collective perspectives and 

to offer them individual agency as different 

black people running business types and as a 

collective of culture-based businesses in New 

Orleans. 

 

Each interview conducted lasted 

approximately 45 mins via phone call with 

some follow up calls for clarification. Business 

owner were asked a series of questions asking them to define successful entrepreneurship from their 

perspectives as Black entrepreneurs, their relationship to New Orleans Black culture, perceptions 

about challenges to local black culture, and business support resources received. 

 

 

 

                                                
35 https://www.artistjourneyallen.com/ 
36 https://www.themoejoe.com/?page_id=2  

Figure 16: Journey Allen of Artist 
Journey Allen Gallery and Studio, 
Source: Facebook 

 

Figure 17: Marisa “MoeJoe” Joseph of MoeJoe Gallery, 
Source: Facebook 

 

https://www.artistjourneyallen.com/
https://www.themoejoe.com/?page_id=2
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Vera Warren Williams and Community Book Center 

 

Q: As a Black business owner, how do you define success? 

Well, I define success (in general business success) as the ability to provide quality goods and 

services to your customer base as well as being competent and knowledgeable of your 

business/skills/whatever you’re offering to them. I personally define success of Community Book 

Center obviously not by dollars and cents or even by square footage (though we’ve grown over the 

years from a home-based community service to small shared space to our own space that we’re 

currently in). I define (success) as the ability to continue to address and service the needs of the 

community and continue to look at ways to broaden that community (which in fact broadens our 

overall customer base). 

 

Q: How does the existence of your business in New Orleans contribute to your ability to 

thrive and your neighborhoods ability to thrive? 

Well, I think in terms of the type of business that we do and engage in, is more of a community 

service than it is a business. I oftentimes define it as a for profit - nonprofit, and that's not an actual 

model that I’m necessarily proud off or want to continue to operate with. However, it does speak to 

our commitment to continue to offer the goods and services to specifically our targeted customer 

space which is African Americans, then diasporic Africans. But also, the general public for which we 

feel it’s important that they understand our history and culture from a perspective of being 

knowledgeable and respectful of that culture and (our) particular traditions.  

 

Q; How do you see your business as adding value to customers locals and the city beyond 

consumer products?  

I know that Community Book Center, as our tagline says, “we’re more than a bookstore”. That is 

our first premise that we started as more than a bookstore, and we continue to be more than a 

bookstore. Community Book Center, like many other African-centered bookstores or sellers, are 

cultural centers, resource centers, information centers, intergenerational. They are often times go 

from one end of the economic spectrum to the other. We service everybody. Age, race, gender, 

religious backgrounds. I think what value we offer to the community is that even though we have a 

specific focus (the history and culture of people of African descent), we have global reach and global 

perspective and attempt to create an atmosphere where everyone is welcome and ideas and 

information can be exchanged. It’s more than the buying and selling of goods. Community Book 

Center offers to the New Orleans community a safe space where individuals, groups and 

organizations that have different agendas -from LGBTQ folks to various religious groups, social 

justice organizations, workers’ rights orgs, juvenile justices, all different types of causes- find safe 

space to be able to meet, dialogue and organize in our space.  
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Also, we are a multipurpose venue that people have over the years grown comfortable with as a 

home-like/family type of atmosphere where they can come, get educated, socialize, be counseled if 

need be, be referred to other resources in the community that could help whatever their needs or 

issues may be at the time, or even be a place that one could have a business launch, a popup for 

small and emerging businesses, a book signing for new authors, writing workshops for developing 

authors, even baby showers and memorials services. Community Book Center has hosted all of 

these and more. 

 

This question made me think of the Benevolent Societies of the past in New Orleans which I see 

Community Book Center as being in that same vein. There were various needs of community 

members that may not have been met or afforded by the community (day to day working class 

citizens), but as the African concept of the community being “the village” and the village being the 

community, “it’s a family thing” and we all look out for each other. There’s an African adinkra 

symbol which is represented by the double-headed crocodile and it represents unity and common 

destiny. Through the crocodile has two heads, it has one body so when one head eats, it goes into a 

collective stomach. I think of Community Book Center in addition to the other businesses on Bayou 

Road as well as other African-centered businesses in the city oftentimes collaborate with each other 

to reach unity and common destiny. 

 

Q: What do you see as major challenges to the thriving and survival of local black culture? 

The challenges that I see in terms of the survival and thriving of Black culture is the lack of Black 

capital or the lack of capital to support these initiatives. We’re stilling dealing with redlining, 

deliberate denial of resources and capital to support our ventures. Many of us are undercapitalized 

and therefore we find ourselves being stretched beyond our limits. We’re trying to do too many 

things to maintain our businesses, our personal lives, and our personal obligations as well as to be 

able to stay creative and productive. So, I think the lack of capital is one definite challenge or 

obstacle. I also think the co-opting of our culture and cultural practices which is fueled by 

gentrification in our immediate neighborhood and larger community. The outsiders who come into 

our community and space, on one hand are under the guise of appreciating and celebrating it. That 

is one of the main attractions to the city. Once they are in, a few things that happen. One is it 

becomes a problem to bear their normal [previous] culture and lifestyle with ours [Black New 

Orleanians], so they try to silence the culture, music, and put pressure through government 

ordinances and regulations to destroy the culture and the culture bearers. Or two, they try to imitate 

it or takeover because they have the ability and resources to maybe bring it to another level in terms 

of marketing or access to privilege that gives them a different audience and resources, they then in 

fact takeover. I think that’s also supported by the fact that by nature and our culture, we [Black 

people] are welcoming people. New Orleans, in particular its African-[diasporic] community has that 

African communal giving spirit. So, we open up our doors, our arms, we share freely and some 

people mistake our sharing with us relinquishing and giving (away our culture). Oftentimes, the 

circumstances and desperate situations that many culture-bearers find themselves in might lead them 

to as some people might say “selling out”. 
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I think another challenge that we have, which I personally have be trying to address, is getting our 

youth to understand and to appreciate what is their cultural birthright and their heritage and to 

embrace it, to continue the traditions, to improve upon the traditions by adding their own flavor to 

it. Because gumbo is gumbo, you know. Everybody has a different way that they add their own 

signature spin on their gumbo that make its unique from the roux to the contents. We don’t have to 

look at culture as just one way. That we could also be open to the evolution and the revolution 

within the culture within the community. A challenge is getting our youth to buy into, to understand, 

and to continue it and not abandon it for someone dangling a different kind of carrot in front of 

them. We’re so busy running behind other people’s culture and heritage, when in fact they who 

know are trying to absorb every bit of ours. So, I think making that connection and making it 

intergenerational is something we’re challenged by but I believe that we can overcome that. That’s 

what we at CBC are trying to do through the Youth Arts Mentoring Programs was designed to 

address. We’re trying to give our young people the necessary tools that they need to take on the 

mantle and responsibility as future guardians and gatekeepers of the culture. They are the new day 

cultural preservationists and they are going to be responsible for the new narratives and how the 

world for generations to come view us.  

 

Q: From your perspective, which is the most challenging? 

Well, I would probably say financial resources because culture bearers today have the culture on lock 

but they may not have the resources that would afford them the luxury to create and to continue to 

advance the arts and the culture. They are distracted to the point where they have to work several 9-

5’s. With the “new” New Orleans being the way that it is post-Katrina and the breaching of the 

levees, there are more outside 501c3s, organizations and individuals who have come in and 

masterfully written proposals, grants and created nonprofits such that they receive the funding and 

the resources to manage or mimic the culture which the locals (who are actual culture bearers) don’t 

have access to capital. They are struggling. I think that the mere struggle that is day to day for many 

culture bearers is a turnoff to the youth. They’re not try not trying to struggle like that. They’re 

trying to do whatever that they think will bring them a different kind of fame or fortune or lifestyle 

that is different than from what they see their elders and others in the community are able to afford.  

 

 

Q: Would you say they’re have been any city or neighborhood initiatives that have supported 

your businesses? 

 

Well, we (CBC) has received support from various places. Not always local or state. But as of recent, 

we have received the support the Facade Renewal grant program which from the NORA to allow us 

to renovate our facade and make necessary improvements and cosmetic changes to our business 

which are also functional. It has taken us several years to actually to bring to fruition because many 

resources like these are reimbursable which makes it difficult for small businesses such as ours (and 

others who even own their buildings and property) to be able to take advantage of because you have 
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to have the upfront money to get the project started and then wait to be reimbursed. That’s not a 

reality for most of us.  

 

We also have applied for and received some historic tax credits which are programs and resources 

that are not widely known or promoted in our community therefore we don’t take advantage of 

them. We hear about tax credits for outside companies particularly for the film industry and other 

industries that take advantage of tax credits to operate their businesses and to even thrive. So, we’re 

just now learning about these and how to access them and how to make them work for us.  

 

We’ve gotten some support from other private and nonprofit groups. Newcorp small business 

center has been supportive in terms of funding and consultation and have been for your years. We 

received some support from Idea Village right after Hurricane Katrina as well as funding from the 

state which was design to assist small business in the recovery process. Most of the funds for 

recovery went to individuals and limited in resources allotment available to small businesses. 

Therefore, many of them were not able to return or to recover. Even now, those that have 

(recovered) are still struggling to maintain and survive with the increased insurance rates and taxes. 

With support, there’s also the lack of on the other obstacles that affect your ability to succeed.  

 

We received support from the Joan Mitchell Foundation based out of New York but also one of 

neighbors down the street on Bayou Road. We received a grant from them and through that grant, 

we were able to organize the Youth Arts Mentoring program. That was some funding that used to 

support the culture. Also, as a result of the success of that program and its impact on youth in the 

community, the Society for the Sacred Heart (a domestic and international organization) granted us 

funding to do a series of intergenerational workshops around the discover family history and 

traditions and being able to research and recognize the culture and culture bearers in our own family, 

and to document and celebrate people, places, and things (of significance) as to preserve them. We 

have also partnered with the University of San Diego and their School of Public Service where they 

have supported us in many ways. They celebrate the culture. They worked on two mural projects 

that we have had bringing together the artists and local people in the community together.   
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Alonzo Knox and Backatown Coffee Parlor 

 

Q: As a Black business owner in New Orleans, how would you define your own success? 

As a black business owner and as an owner in general, I define success in several ways. 

A successful business first and foremost is that when revenue exceeds expenses so that it has a 

profit. Regardless of race, that should be any business person’s definition of success in the true 

sense. However, beyond that textbook definition, when I achieve at projecting an image in terms of 

boldly establishing a business in a location with high customer service, high quality products, 

swagged out decor, a swag professional staff parallel to and surpassing the competition. When 

customers unconsciously or consciously are curious about who they are owners, that feels & looks 

like success to me. Success (i.e. my personal definition) is really achieving at designing gathering 

space that's welcoming, comfortable for all people without regard to race, gender, sexual orientation, 

political views, economic status or whatever. Having said that and to answer your question more 

directly, as a black business owner, I personally, I say again, I personally define success as positively 

impacting or enlightening or awakening an individual to a higher level of striving for & reaching 

their aspirations. Being a businessman who is an influencer to be aspirational is success to me. I take 

great pride in seeing college kids (Black kids) meetup - whether for study groups, to hang out & 

people watch or to discuss the topic of the day. That's success. When I see professionals meetup and 

using the space as an extension of their office. When I see customers feeling so comfortable that 

they prop their feet up or curl up on the sofas. That's success. When I see and over hear the 

conversations particularly of my African American customers, I stand witness every day to what 

Black excellence (and/or the aspiration to becoming Black excellence) really sounds & looks like. 

And that image is so antithetical to what many portray in the media. That's success to me even if I 

fail at success by any other "business man" definition. I'm truly blessed to be this far achieving both. 

 

Q: How does the existence of your business in New Orleans contribute to your ability to 

thrive and your neighborhoods ability to thrive? 

I think because of the design of my business, the look of the chicness, the ambiance, it’s unique and 

different than other coffee shops in New Orleans right now. And the fact that it’s located in New 

Orleans and more specifically in a historic area known as Storyville with its storied history 

contributes to the fact that it hearkens back to what this area once was. It contributes to the jazz 

culture, the music, the dress of men in particular. When individuals come in here, they are feeling the 

unique decor and layout of this shop. It becomes not just a coffee shop but a lounge, a bar, a full-

service gathering place. The location being on Basin Street (which is a historic street) downtown i.e. 

“Backatown” contributes to the revitalization that this city is experiencing. It’s almost like a (Black) 

renaissance. Not on the level of Harlem, but in its own way of what New Orleans is uniquely known 

for and that’s music, style and its uniqueness. 
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Q: How do you see your business as adding value to customers locals and the city beyond 

consumer products?  

Notwithstanding we have the best products and offerings in city, I think my staff, the people who 

work here and people who reflect what New Orleans is and looks like, sound liked and act like. I 

think for some people, particularly the tourists, it’s their first interaction with people who may be 

different from them and sound different from them. When they engage my staff and my staff 

engage them, they’re not only getting an order placed. They’re getting a representation of what this 

city really is about. It’s the people, the culture, and the way of life. They’re learning from those 

individuals who work here as staff what New Orleans really is rather than what they see on media 

(which oftentimes the two don’t connect). 

 

I think when people (of any race) first walk into this establishment on any given day, I think there's a 

sense when they come in there’s something that’s pleasing to the eye. The longer that they’re in and 

the more they’re looking around, they sense something is different about our place. Some have 

verbalized this but I believe many internally question if this is white-owned or black-owned. 

Depending on what month it is and what art is on the wall, it can be difficult to tell. If you’re sitting 

and listening to the music playing, it can be difficult to tell. Depending on who’s working on staff on 

a particular day, it can be difficult to tell. But there’s a sense that something is different. By enlarge 

when African Americans, Hispanic and Asians, many of them will lean in and ask staff “is this black 

owned?” (for those who don’t know). When they hear yes, you can instantly see the facial 

expressions of pride and affirmation. When customers are here, they are seeing images by enlarge 

that look like them or reflect something that they can relate to. When they’re here and listening to 

music, there’s some lyric, vibe or beat that they know is akin to their upbringing or to how they are 

living in this period of time. They know when they’re sitting here that there’s a certain swagger and 

style (that’s kind of not common in other coffee shops) but it’s an appreciation of being in a lifestyle 

that everyone aspires to be in. To have that gathering of friends of like progressive minds, to be in 

this setting and to have the articulation of what the topic of the day is and everyone’s woke or 

socially conscious and nested in the historic housing projects known as the Iberville projects on the 

historic Basin Street where music thrived right across from Treme and Downtown New Orleans. 

We’re here where the beats and sounds all originated. We’re combusting about all this good shit of 

what it’s like to be black and fullness of blackness and (this space) is owned by a black man and his 

wife. And when you see these black people, there’s no question about their race. They’re not what 

some would view typical Creole New Orleanians or fair skin mulattos New Orleanians who have 

benefitted from colorism. You see a dark skin African American woman with natural hair and a 

dark-skinned black male both of whom are educated, multiple degrees and have started businesses 

and they’re thriving in this place with all of this decor that is of quality and reflects the culture, not 

just of New Orleans but a culture of Black excellence that any black person visiting here can 

appreciate, be inspired and motivated by. So, the role of being a culture bearer when we’re having 

‘one mic” spoken word and those individuals unfetteredly speak with no restrictions. When we have 

our popup chef series with chefs who’ve worked in the French Quarter and establishments owned 

by the majority but their quality food is prepared by people of color in the back of the kitchens. And 
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when give those individuals an opportunity to sell their goods here, that’s a sense of extending the 

culture bearing being. When we do art speech and rotate visual artists, photographers, hand painters, 

comic book artists and have these individuals gathered here and giving their consciousness through 

art in a unique way (an opportunity they don’t have too often in any other establishment) but to 

have it here in this venue in this location in New Orleans, you can see and feel the sense of pride. 

The feedback we get on social media individuals can’t fake it. It’s always overwhelmingly “that’s 

what’s up”, “that’s awesome”, “and I wish I could be here”. When we Facebook live, the feedback is 

even more positive in a sense that this is what’ the “black owned” movement is all about. It’s not 

even organized to be this way, it really is organic. It is intentional, but how it’s manifested has been 

organic and taken a life of its own since we started this business. So, I’m accustomed to Black 

excellence and I know what it looks like. Not everyone does. In this city, Black excellence is so 

segmented and one of the things my wife and I intentionally wanted to do was to bring together so 

more people could see it and know that it really exists. Not just in New Orleans, the Iberville 

projects or Storyville, but it’s a reflection of Black excellence where individuals from all over 

(different schools like Xavier, Dillard, Tulane, Southern University, Delgado, Black people who are 

relocating here, who speak differently and have a different lens on what Blackness is and what 

consciousness is. When all those individuals meet here, that’s black excellence in my view. That’s 

culture of New Orleans and Black culture in general from beyond the diaspora of what it looks like 

in one place. When you asked me about success, that is my success truth be told. Ultimately, success 

from a business standpoint is me making a profit and I feel like I’m going to do that. But to have 

that (the aforementioned) that’s success in my view  

 

Q: What do you see as major challenges to the thriving and survival of local black culture? 

The challenge is multifaceted from my observation. One, I think is the sustainability of authentic 

culture. When I say authentic culture, I don’t mean what’s been commercialized or what has been 

appropriated, but what has been authentic since the beginning of this city. Particularly as music is 

concerned, the masking of (Mardi Gras) Indians, the second-lines and things of that nature. 

Maintaining that and the integrity of it, I think, is a challenge with the advent of gentrification that’s 

taking ahold across the city. If you look at gentrification through multiple lenses, it has its positives 

and negatives and, in both respects, both good and bad. I think with gentrification, 

commercialization and capitalism, the challenge is that the culture bearers maintaining (culture) and 

benefit from something that they and their ancestors created. Two, not letting other people 

appropriate it and change it to something it’s really not. From a business standpoint, I think in a city 

that’s 60% plus African American, there’s not enough representation. That’s pretty unfortunate and 

sad that you don’t have more professional African Americans owning and operating their 

businesses. A myriad of different businesses beyond coffee shops like manufacturing, restaurants, 

entertainment, tourism. There’s not enough representation. Why that is? I’m still seeking the answer 

myself. I think a lot of it has to do with systemic reasons and some of it is internal within our own 

race as to why we don’t have successful businesses that are thriving and sustainable. I also think that 

sometimes our expectations of other businesses of color is more than what we would put on 
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majority owned businesses. Vice versa I think those black-owned businesses may put more and or 

lower expectations where black customers are concerned. It’s a challenge.  

 

Equity in the lending process is another challenge. I think in New Orleans, from the data I’ve last 

seen which was atrocious, African Americans were the most denied loans in the greater New 

Orleans area. Until that changes, there’s always going to be a challenge for Black businesses to really 

start up and thrive because they’re not getting the adequate funding that they need. To project out 

year 1, 2 and 3, we’re bootstrapping it each and every day. Oftentimes, doing that is not sustainable 

when you don’t have any new straps to grab ahold of. And if you have some, it’s ripping at that 

seams and tearing because you’re trying to offer something to your customer base when you’re 

always in the negative. Without any bridge funding for that, it becomes a greater challenge for how 

you provide for your family because the (9:39) sacrifice is made that you’re working at another job 

and running a business. One of two is going to suffer. When you look at the old economic 

standpoint of having a loyal customer base that can be fleeting as well. 

 

Q: From your perspective, which is the most challenging? 

I would say again the integrity of the culture, its sustainability, and how it has been and is being 

appropriated to be more commercialized by people who have nothing to do with culture in New 

Orleans. Those culture bearers in my view are not benefiting economically enough to my 

satisfaction. I don’t see anything wrong with that some culture bearers see local culture as something 

that shouldn’t be profited from, but the reality is that is it something to profit from and that pride 

and mindset is what lends other people to profit from it. So, if I were to submit something to the 

other culture bearers, it would be to get on board and look at it from the business standpoint and 

(figure out) how to make it sustainable and economical. The reality of it is if you can’t do that it’s 

going to be appropriated and turned into something that it’s really not. I hate to see images of Mardi 

Gras Indians in these well-nice established places and they’re selling for $150-200 dollars, and the 

people in the photos are more than likely not getting anything. They may not even know their photo 

is even up in these exhibits or galleries and if they do, they’re certainly not getting their fair share of 

it. They don’t realize that the suits that they make, if brought to New York or Paris, you’re looking 

at couture fashion and something the most well-known fashion designers don’t have the ability or 

capacity to make. Another example of this When you see an eight-year-old kid in my neighborhood 

of Treme at any given time walking down the street and playing his trumpet or beating his drums 

and doing so with such proficiency at an age so young and tender, you have professional people who 

are struggling to try to get that same rhythm and beat. But here in this city, that kind of sight is taken 

for granted. When other people come to visit, they’re in awe about it. I don’t think we have great 

appreciation for it like we should because it’s so common. 

 

Q: Have you received any neighborhood initiatives, local government/agencies, federal, and 

foundation support for your business? 

I received a loan through Newcorp which underwritten by Liberty Bank (AA owned bank). 

Newcorp partners with the City of New Orleans some years ago to make small business loans. So, 
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the relationship I had with Newcorp existed pre-their arrangement with the city. So, technically 

through the Newcorp-Liberty Bank relationship that it may be connect that way to the city. But the 

people I knew at both Newcorp and Liberty Bank previously would have allowed me to access that 

(loan) away.  

 

Actually, we (my wife and I) are getting ready to apply for a grant that’s offered from the New 

Orleans Multicultural Tourism Network. That is the Black version of the New Orleans Marketing 

and Tourism Commission. So NOMTC funds NOMTN. The network has launched a cultural grant 

that we are going to submit a proposal (a member of NOMTN) to seek funds for cultural activities 

we have going such as “One-Mic”, the “Arts Fusion” and “Popup Chef Series” and other things of 

that nature. We’re also going to look at the LT Governor's Office for some of the grants they have 

for cultural activities.  
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Journey Allen and Artist Journey Allen Gallery 

 

Q: As a Black business owner in New Orleans, how would you define your own success? 

First of all, remaining in existence is one portion of the success whether financially I’m growing. 

Another part of the success for me is how many people I’m able to support or reach through my 

own success. I have my own gallery/studio space but I open it up to other business owners who 

may not have space or are looking to pursue things that they are very passionate about and are 

actively pursuing. For example, if you’re a musician pursuing a musical career and you need a space 

to have an event, you can come to me. Or if you’re a jeweler or you sell perfume, then we may 

gather to have a popup where you can sell your items. People who are passionately pursuing their 

own businesses by don’t have space. 

 

Q: How does the existence of your business in New Orleans contribute to your ability to 

thrive and your neighborhoods ability to thrive? 

Well, my business contributes culturally. I feel the way that City of New Orleans defines culture and 

the way that local black communities define culture are two different things. Culture for the city 

seems to revolve around what attracts city, what gives the city its name and also telling the history of 

the city (which cannot exist without the Black community of course. But the way we (Black people) 

look at culture, though we participate in those things like being Mardi Gras Indians who mask, being 

a part of the Zulu Club and other activities that are connected to citywide events, we look at things 

that will empower us as people, as a whole and within our personal lives. For example, the culture of 

growing and raising our families, our businesses, and those things that empower us to move about 

every day. We’re not really referencing the big things that the city focuses on. It may naturally 

happen because we are of the fabric here, but we’re not focusing on those same aspects. As a matter 

of fact, those big city aspects are not even touching our lives when it comes to things like funding 

and support. 

 

 

How do you see your business as adding value to customers, locals and the city beyond 

consumer products?  

Well, first off, I was born and raised here so I have information and things under my belt that a lot 

of people don’t have. Simply, where my business is located is where I grew up from the ages 11 to 

17 on Bayou Road. I have direct connection here that people may not be aware of. In terms of my 

business being present in the city, my work that I create for the purpose of generating income 

reflects the culture of New Orleans as it relates to its musical heritage provided by the black 

community (i.e. second lines and brass bands). I have access to (23:07). I now live in the French 

Quarter so I have access to resources. There are a lot of things that are available to me that can that 

can support me as an independent artist. I don’t feel like there aren’t opportunities for me. I don’t 

feel left out or that I’m in capable. However, I do understand the struggles of those who can’t. 

While I can feel this way, I know I have to fight to be not be left out. It’s my effort that allows me to 

be left out. Yes, we all have equal opportunities but how are those made accessible? Who’s telling us 
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about them? How are we getting into the door? People feel like these opportunities are out of reach. 

For example, it only costs $25 a day to have the best vendor tables at the French Market but how 

many people even know about the opportunity or will pursue it? There are opportunities like these 

that I take advantage of that others may think are too hard or complicated. Much of this sentiment 

stems from prioritizing family or home life. But I’ve made the sacrifice of not cooking anymore 

because it takes so much time. I get fresh food from a grocery store instead because business is the 

choice I’m choosing to make.  

 

What do you see as major challenges to the thriving and survival of local black culture? 

Lack of access to funds and lack of knowledge to those funds and programming. I see a number of 

organizations or people who gather and say “wow, how’d they do that?” and then receive a grant (to 

support culture). Because we’re supporting. I’m like “oh really? If I’m part of that community of 

people and I didn’t I know about it, then how is that so? How are you supporting this group? How 

is this grant empower us if our lives aren’t even touched by it? It’s a lack of understanding of where 

these resources are and puzzling how local Black folks don’t know about them but someone from 

Connecticut who’s been living here for three years has access. 

 

Many people have to balance family life and business life which is very challenging. I’m an individual 

who does everything independently with the occasion help of my teenage sons. You oftentimes have 

to choose and most of the time people are going to choose family and those who they support over 

the business. So then, the business ends up struggling in many instances. I personally had to make a 

choice in getting my business started. I was in business for three months and had a pretty 

devastating family issues and then some financial emergencies arise and could no longer afford 

(residential) rent and (commercial) rent. I have two teenage sons and I had to make a choice. So, I 

chose to move out of my home and secretly live in my studio, which is not set up by any mean for a 

family, let alone a person. I operated my business for four months while living there. But those 

sacrifices are made and many can’t choose to select the business over family. But I did because my 

sons were older and we were able to figure out ways to make living easier for them and to inspire 

them and myself through the process. 

 

Also, the imitation of Black culture. I see people parading around with their new Krewes. People are 

mimicking Mardi Gras Indian costumes. They’re creating brass brands. I think they sounds ok, but 

(inaudible). People are studying the culture so that they can recreate and access it for themselves. 

Also, people studying the culture to talk about it to bring life and awareness to it “because this 

community used to thrive with Black businesses and community so I’m going to write a grant that 

helps me to do research on this community that once thrived” but it’s not touching any of the 

generations of people that follow them. How can you get a $15-20,000 grant to talk about me and I 

can’t get these resources to be able to feed my family? I need $15,000 to carry me through the next 4 

months to take care of expenses for my home, my business and my children, and a public program 

but (grant makers would say “what? You want us to just give you money?” But if someone else says, 

“I need $15,000 to talk about (and research) the people who want to do programs, want to feed their 
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families, and want to have businesses”, grant makers would say “great, that’s a good idea.” That’s 

our competition. They weren’t doing anything about the conditions they saw. They were living in the 

community while it was falling apart. But someone researched it and someone wrote about our 

community for us but didn’t include us. That is our competition.  

 

From your perspective, which is the most challenging? 

Even in my desire to support the community, specifically the Black community in New Orleans, the 

hardest part is when they either don’t offer the same support to you or they aren’t as diligent about 

supporting themselves. That’s been my personal experience. But I’m trying to build it while looking 

for these [supportive] spaces and they are missing. This is either from a competitive spirit because 

“everybody wants to make it and only so many of us can” because there are so many Black people. 

It’s this thing that’s not said but felt and people are also tending to their own challenges and if they 

can’t make a sacrifice for themselves, how can they make a sacrifice for you. So, I’ve been trying to 

rally this support that filled with intention and consistency.  

 

Have you received any neighborhood initiatives, local government/agencies, federal, and 

foundation support for your business? 

I’ve received grants before and I use them mainly to support my education initiatives that directly 

support youth. The Platforms grant and the New Orleans Jazz and Heritage grant (which support 

artists in general and those seeking to preserve culture) I’ve been able to access and have been 

supported by. Organizations like Fund17 have been extremely supportive as I begin my business and 

they direct me toward grants and other opportunities on a consistent basis. When no one else was 

present and faces that I anticipated seeing were absent, the leaders of Fund 17 (who were just 

starting themselves) were very important in my journey. There were so many opportunities that I 

was able to pursue because they knew about me and (deeply) engaged. Sure, you can tell people 

about opportunities, but the busyness of life doesn’t always allow people to sit and take heed. It’s 

not because people don’t want to take advantage of these opportunities, it’s just that distraction of 

worrying about what’s falling apart. Some people can’t stop to figure out what’s falling apart when 

they’re trying to hold it all together. Platforms grant is more of a general application but there’s no 

personal following of the grant. With Fund17, I’ve had a consistent relationship that lasted the two 

years I have been in business.  
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Marisa “MoeJoe” Joseph and the Moe Joe Gallery "Home of Bounce Fitness" 

 

As a Black business owner, how do you define success? 

I view myself as a successful entrepreneur because I had an idea and decided to just grow it and 

open a storefront space. I’ve been teaching dance in Louisiana for over 18 years at this point. The 

reality that I get to have a business that’s centered around wellness and dance culture (primarily 

creole culture), been in a business storefront for a year, and able to continuously try new ideas and 

grow in Louisiana, I view that as a measure of success for myself.  

 

How does the existence of your business in New Orleans contribute to your ability to thrive 

and your neighborhoods ability to thrive? 

 

I am located in a hot bed area of the city, the Bywater, where there’s a melting pot. A lot of 

entrepreneurs, local/national and international artist are collaborating to create spaces where public 

art creates neighborhood thought, dialogue and opportunities. The neighborhood itself doesn’t 

support my business alone because it’s constantly changing. 

 

The collective of New Orleans residents, visitors and dance fitness seekers truly help my business 

thrive. What I provide to the neighborhood is a movement and art space where they can have a 

unique and memorable dance/fitness experience with down home good service and a positive 

environment. Thankfully with the growth of online promotions resources like Groupon, Google, 

Living Social and Airbnb Experiences I am able to reach a wider demographic of clientele within 

and beyond the neighborhood and city. People drive from the Westbank, Hammond, Gulfport, 

Baton Rouge, Destrehan and Houma frequently to take classes weekly classes because they are 

seeking an experience with unique flavor. 

 

 

 

How do you see your business as adding value to customers, locals and the city beyond 

consumer products?  

They have a space where they can let go. They have a space where they can have fun and work on 

their wellness and health goals. They have a space where they can freely twerk that’s safe. I try to 

keep my space as private as possible because I recognize that everyone wants to dance but they 

don’t always like for it to be put out in the public because of their professions or their age. The age 

ranges that I typically serve is between 19 years old and 65 years old. Given that I have such a wide 

range of people that come to class, I have to create an entire experience inclusive of all of those age 

ranges. They like to learn about Louisiana culture and a space where they can just come, be, and 

learn something about themselves. I have a lot of women, who are Black women, that say “I don’t 

know how to twerk” and find out who the closet twerkers are. And once it’s out, that’s it.  

 

What do you see as major challenges to the thriving and survival of local black culture? 
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One issue that I’m starting to see and facing the reality of business. I’ve been in business in my space 

“The MoeJoe Gallery” for two years and what I’ve seen (not just in the neighborhood of where my 

business is, but just around the city) is overall pushout of businesses through the increase of rent. 

Facing that this is a reality and seeing that a lot of the businesses that have existed for like 7 years to 

10 years after Hurricane Katrina that the time is coming up that the proposition to buy those 

properties that going to play a factor in my growth as a business. Right now, I can afford to pay rent 

and make a profit. But if rent increases as I’m hearing and seeing it increase in other places to $5000 

to $10,000 a month for commercial retail space, I’m going to have to visit other options. 

 

Loans. It was very difficult for me to get loans. Whenever I went to the incubator Propeller and 

shared the idea I had to create an inclusive space for primarily African American women to have a 

space where they could do dance fitness, I responded with the rate of African American women 

doing dance fitness is low. So, getting the support that I needed from grants was hard but that it 

didn’t stop me. I just didn’t worry about giving them my ideas. You have to present them an idea for 

them to tell you yes or no. So, I just didn’t allow them to tell me yes or no.  

 

From your perspective, which is the most challenging? 

I think the reality of being in New Orleans is that the culture vultures and cultural appropriation are 

there. But the beautiful thing about it is that there is nobody, even if they try to appropriate what 

people from Louisiana do - even the visitors aren’t stupid enough to fall for it. They can’t copycat 

what we naturally do. Cultural appropriation is actually something that I’m not afraid because I 

know they can’t do me. It’s not even a worry that I have in my mind. It’s more so that I recognize 

that it’s going to be there. There’s a white-owned pole dancing studio on Canal Street that teaches 

“booty twerks” class. That’s what she does. Make your money, do what you do but can’t do it how I 

do it, so I care less about your cultural appropriation. Even the people that consider booking a class 

will say “I’m not going do that. I want to do something that a little more authentic.” Everyone has a 

reason for why they are attracted to the spaces that they are attracted to.  

 

Have you received any neighborhood initiatives, local government/agencies, federal, and 

foundation support for your business? If so, have there been any challenges 

No. I don’t want to say that there’s a barrier or challenge for me. I personally wanted to see if I 

could carry my own weight and if my idea could actually work. If I could stay in business for over a 

year in a storefront space, then I would decide to start revisiting the idea of finding the financial 

support that I may need. If in a year’s time span I didn’t necessarily need financial support, then that 

was fine. Thankfully, where I did find support was affordable rent. Maybe I didn’t get the financial 

support I needed with loans, but I did find a space where I could get affordable rent. Where 

resource was denied, the main challenge (rent) was taken care of. Recently, because of a lot of my 

business is online and receiving online deposits, I have a better relationship with PayPal. I needed to 

redo my floor in the studio. My studio actually had cement floors that I could afford to redo entirely. 

So, I told Habitat for Humanity my situation (that I was a new business) and they actually donated 

have of my floors. Then my parents donated the other half. It was really like I created what my 
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collective effort would look like for me to open this space and those people that chose to help me 

chose to help me because they wanted to and believed in me. That was really all that I needed at the 

time to be honest. Now, I’m redoing the studio because I have money to invest. I was able to get a 

loan through PayPal, where I actually didn’t have to reach out to them. They reached out to me to 

offer me small business support. I’m just about done paying that loan off in less than two months. 

They take a percentage of each sale that you make to pay back the loan and it’s how they determine 

who they’re going to contact for providing that loan and small business support. They’re looking at 

your cash flow and how much income you have coming through your PayPal account. I received 

that loan in February and I’m almost finished paying the loan. My journey was also navigating the 

loan space. I’m not a debt person. I understand that people get into debt for business purposes but 

if I could avoid it, I wanted to try my hardest to avoid these exorbitant loans. 

 

I started to recognize that if accepted their grants then that means that I have to do something that’s 

cookie cutter and then center whatever my goal may be that’s local, to another goal that may benefit 

your brand. It’s not my interest use grant writing words like “disadvantaged” or other negative and 

uplifting thing you feel about the people of Louisiana because that’s not going to help us.  

 

The truth is that we come from that. The more I dig into my family’s history in New Iberia and 

Jeanerette, I understand that I come from people who were hard workers and farmers. They found a 

way to create business and opportunities for themselves. They figured it out and were maintain and 

manage that for as long as they could. It’s a constant reminder for me. Though I may not be a 

farmer in that way, it’s a part of my familial duty I continue growing the spirit of independence and 

entrepreneurship and I can only give that to myself. No one can ever give that to me.   
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CHAPTER 6: INTERVIEW ANALYSIS 

In widening definitions of Black business success, this chapter looks to the self-definitions of each 

of the four interviewees. From their responses, I grouped common themes and categorizes similarly 

verbalized values of virtue in four major areas: 1) remaining in existence and growing financially, 2) 

contributing culturally 3) servicing the needs of the community and 4) growing a spirit of 

interdependence. Additionally, shared notions of challenges are assessed and highlighted.  

 

DEFINITIONS OF SUCCESS  

Remaining in Existence and Growing Financially 

At the beginning of each interview, these business owners expressed some belief in traditional 

business success. For most, generating a profit was the first priority. “A successful business first and 

foremost is that when revenue exceeds expenses so that it has a profit,” said Alonzo of Backatown.37 

Similarly echoing this sentiment were the words of Journey of Artist Journey Allen Gallery and 

Studio. “First of all, remaining in existence is one portion of the success, whether I’m financially 

growing.” As brick and mortar ventures, each mentioned the feeling of accomplishment attained 

from being able to secure and sustain a commercial storefront. Leveraging their own prior talents 

and skills to start fostered a sense of pride and supported the growth of their businesses. It is 

evident that economic success affords business owners the ability to influence their environments. 

However, even after discussing the importance of maintaining a successful business model and 

accommodating for a large customer base, each entrepreneur mentioned goals beyond commercial 

viability.    

 

Contributing Culturally 

Contributing to Black New Orleanian culture was an important value articulated. With concerns of 

gentrification were fears of cultural appropriation in post-Hurricane Katrina New Orleans, these 

entrepreneurs function as “culture bearers” or those who are supporting local culture. Though not 

directly selling services and products that exclusively represent their lived realities, Vera of 

Community Book Center and Alonzo of Backatown Coffee Parlor see their business success as 

offering educational opportunities for general public about Black New Orleanians, Black American 

and generally African-diasporic experiences and their value to city, the country and the globe. 

Themes of cultural respect and breaking media stereotypes as described in the following:  

 

“[For] the general public,... we [Community Book Center management and staff] feel it’s 

important that they understand our history and culture from a perspective of being 

knowledgeable and respectful of that culture and [our] particular traditions.38  

 

“I think my staff, the people who work here and people who reflect what New Orleans is 

and looks like, sound liked and act like [is the value we add to the public]. I think for some 

                                                
37 (A. Knox, interview, March 18, 2019) 
38 Warren-Williams, Vera.  Interview with Dasjon Jordan. Phone interview. March 16, 2019.  
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people, particularly the tourists, it’s their first interaction with [Black] people who may be 

different from them and sound different from them. When they engage my staff and my 

staff engage them, they’re not only getting an order placed. They’re getting a representation 

of what this city really is about. It’s the [Black] people, the culture, and the way of life. 

They’re learning from those individuals who work here as staff what New Orleans really is 

rather than what they see on media (which oftentimes the two don’t connect).”39 

 

From these perspectives, successful Black entrepreneurship is a tool for cultural preservation, 

liberation and a gateway for orienting outsides on respectful ways to understand Black New 

Orleanian ways of being. 

 

Additionally, contributing culturally to Black New Orleanian culture is seen through aesthetic and 

spatial lenses from both my interviews and in-person visual assessment of these spaces. For the 

purposes of this thesis, I’m defining the Black New Orleanian aesthetic as referencing historic Black 

New Orleanian, Afro-centric, Afrofuturistic qualities including images, spatial norms, materials, 

colors and hospitality. Each business owner displays several works of art and fabrics to add feelings 

of comfort, welcome and warmth to customers especially those of the African-diaspora. Success 

includes both having space that reflect modern design and nostalgia at the same time. Business 

owner like Alonzo manifest this in Backatown by having “swagged out decor” and providing the 

spatial mystique “when customers unconsciously or consciously are curious about who the owners 

are”. The aspirational atmospheres that reflect multigenerational decor is key to these business 

owners maintaining a wide audience and space reflective of their own experiences.40  

 

Servicing the Needs of the Community  

Another pillar of success defined by these interviews is their ability to service the needs of Black 

New Orleanian community. Designing a business venture that is accessible and hospitable of 

customers from varying economic strata, racial/ethnic backgrounds, gender identities and political 

perspectives is one way interviewed entrepreneurs are defining success; through a social impact lens. 

Developing their spaces as designed “gathering spaces” that are “welcoming [and] comfortable for 

all people without regard to race, gender, sexual orientation, political views, economic status, etc.” 

rather than solely economic engines has been cited as an important measure of success. Implied by 

these interviews are notions of safety in the semi-public private atmosphere created by the ventures 

first prioritizing Black New Orleanians patronage. Alonzo of Backatown Coffee Parlor exclaimed 

“when I see professional’s meetup and using the space as an extension of their office. Feeling so 

comfortable that they prop their feet up or curl up on the sofas. That's success.”41 Similarly, MoeJoe 

of her self-titled dance studio shares that creating “a space where [Black women] can let go”, “have 

fun”, “work on their wellness and health goals” and “freely twerk that’s safe” 42 is critical to her 

definition of business success. Their responses express the importance of maintaining an 

                                                
39 (A. Knox, interview, March 18, 2019) 
40 (A. Knox, interview, March 18, 2019) 
41 (A.Knox, interview, May 17, 2019). 
42 Joseph, Marisa. Interview with Dasjon Jordan. Phone interview. March 20, 2019. 
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atmosphere where customers feel more than a transactional relationship with their brick and mortar 

space and business by in large.  

 

Complimentary to the importance of accessibility is the ability to convene different customers in 

their spaces. It allows for serendipitous encounters, community building, and cultural exchange 

amongst locals, transplants, and tourists. Vera, owner of Community Book Center, speaks of the 

convening power of her business: 

 

 “We have global reach and global perspective and attempt to create an atmosphere where 

everyone is welcome and ideas can be exchanged. It’s more than the buying and selling of 

good. Community Book Center offers to the New Orleans community a safe space where 

individuals, groups and organizations that have different agendas...find safe space to be able 

to meet, dialogue and organize in our space.”43 

 

Spaces like Warren’s offer new ways to conceptualize what constitutes a community center, and how 

to make modern community spaces places of meaningful ongoing engagement rather than static 

venues for community members to rent.  

 

Expanding the way these business owners valued servicing the needs of community, they saw 

success as acting as resources centers. Business owners see their spaces as hubs for information 

share about employment opportunities, community resources and neighborhood challenges. 

Community Book Center embodies this most accurately:  

 

“As our tagline says, ‘we’re more than a bookstore’. That is our first premise that we started 

as more than a bookstore, and we continue to be more than a bookstore. CBC, like many 

other African centered book stores or sellers, are cultural centers, resource centers, 

information centers, intergenerational.”44 

 

Intentionally acting as a community service through the vehicle of entrepreneurship, Vera defines 

the success of her bookstore as a place “where [customers] can come, get educated, socialize, be 

counseled if need be, be referred to other resources in the community that could help whatever they 

need or issues may be at the time.”45From hosting community panels, health screenings, and 

allocating space in venue for flyers, posters and business cards, Community Book Center acts a real-

time referral center.  

 

 

 

                                                
43 Warren-Williams, Vera.  Interview with Dasjon Jordan. Phone interview. March 16, 2019.  
44Warren-Williams, Vera.  Interview with Dasjon Jordan. Phone interview. March 16, 2019.  
45Warren-Williams, Vera.  Interview with Dasjon Jordan. Phone interview. March 16, 2019.  
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Growing a Spirit of Interdependence and Entrepreneurship 

The ability to support others is critical to the definition of successful entrepreneurship for Black 

businesses. It is rooted in an African diasporic way of being that is best described by Vera of 

Community Book Center:  

 

“But as the African concept of the community being “the village” and “the village” being the 

community, “it's a family thing and we all look out for each other’. There’s an African 

adinkra symbol which is represented by the double-headed crocodile and it represents unity 

and common destiny. Through the crocodile has two heads, it has one body so when one 

head eats, it goes into a collective stomach. I think of Community Book Center, in addition 

to the other businesses on Bayou Road, as well as other African-centered businesses in the 

city, oftentimes collaborate with each other to reach unity and common destiny.”46  

 

Entrepreneurial success in this instance is seen only as a victory if collective success is goal of 

running a business. Antithetical to the dominant narratives about entrepreneurship being centered in 

competitiveness, these businesses see themselves as a part of a larger fabric of Black entrepreneurs 

who are simply trying to provide support for their families and their community in a multitude of 

ways.  

 

Journey of the Artist Journey Allen Studio sees being able to leverage the ownership of her gallery 

and studio space to support those aspiring for professional and personal success who do not. “If 

you’re a musician pursuing a musical career and you need a space to have an event, you can come to 

me. Or if you’re a jeweler or you sell perfume, then we may gather to have a popup where you can 

sell your items.”47 Sharing space, then, is an informal tool to remove a barrier for aspiring 

entrepreneurs who are looking to test their products or build their credibility without large economic 

strains.  

 

Likewise, these business owners see this extension of their business for growing entrepreneurial 

spirit as a means of sustaining culture and offer empowerment for current and future talent. Alonzo 

from Backatown shares: 

 

“When we’re having ‘one mic” spoken word and those individuals unfetteredly speak with 

no restrictions. When we have our popup chef series with chefs who’ve worked in the 

French Quarter and establishments owned by the majority [white population nationally] but 

their quality food is prepared by people of color in the back of the kitchens. And when we 

give those individuals an opportunity to sell their goods here, that’s a sense of extending the 

culture bearing being. When we do Art Speech (an event convening local artists for public 

dialogue) and rotate visual artists, photographers, hand painters, comic book artists and have 

                                                
46Warren-Williams, Vera.  Interview with Dasjon Jordan. Phone interview. March 16, 2019.  
47 Allen, Journey.  Interview with Dasjon Jordan. Phone interview. March 15, 2019. 
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these individuals gathered here and giving their consciousness through art in a unique way 

(an opportunity they don’t have too often in any other establishment) but to have it here in 

this venue in this location in New Orleans, you can see and feel the sense of pride.”48 

 

Business owners like Alonzo see the collaboration through space between creatives and other 

entrepreneurs as vital to his role as “culture-bearer,” supporting the talent and skill building and 

affirming the existence of Black people in New Orleans. 

 

As a space for empowerment through literary, artistic, cultural and conversational learning, 

Community Book Center, through Vera’s leadership, offers itself as local space for civic dialogue 

and social organizing.” Community Book Center offers to the New Orleans community a safe space 

where individuals, groups and organizations that have different agendas (from LGBTQ+IA  folks to 

various religious groups, social justice organizations, workers’ rights orgs, juvenile justices, all 

different types of causes) a safe space to be able to meet, dialogue and organize in our space.”49 

Businesses like Vera’s see themselves as incubators for increasing civic capacity, advocacy 

willingness, and political interests of Black populations they serve. 

 

CHALLENGES  

Maintaining Culture and Benefiting from It 

A major expressed challenge to the existence of Black New Orleanian businesses and culture is 

gentrification. Self-identifying as “culture bearers”, each business owner recognized the growing 

dilemma of Black New Orleanian social and creative culture being appropriated, commercialized and 

regulated by White transplants.  

 

“I also think the co-opting of our culture and cultural practices which is fueled by 

gentrification in our immediate neighborhood and larger community. The outsiders who 

come into our community and space, on one hand are under the guise of appreciating and 

celebrating it... Once they are in, a few things happen. One is it becomes a problem [for 

them] to bear their normal [previous] culture and lifestyle with ours [Black New Orleanians], 

so they try to silence the culture, music, and put pressure through government ordinances 

and regulations to destroy the culture and the culture bearers. Or two, they try to imitate it or 

takeover because they have the ability and resources to maybe bring it to another level in 

terms of marketing or access to privilege that gives them a different audience and resources, 

they then in fact takeover…”50 

 

“I think with gentrification, commercialization and capitalism, the challenge is that the 

culture bearers maintaining and benefit from something that they and their ancestors 

                                                
48Knox, Alonzo.  Interview with Dasjon Jordan. Phone interview. March 18, 2019.  
49Warren-Williams, Vera.  Interview with Dasjon Jordan. Phone interview. March 16, 2019.  
50Warren-Williams, Vera.  Interview with Dasjon Jordan. Phone interview. March 16, 2019.  
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created. Two, not letting other people appropriate it and change it to something it’s really 

not.”51 

 

These business owners describe the commodification of their heritage as a double-edged sword. 

Inviting non-New Orleanians into cultural spaces has manifested into pressures of rising property 

taxes, governmental regulation and inauthentic imitations of their traditions. Because of the 

economic hardships, many culture bearers find themselves working several “9-to-5” jobs to survive. 

These “desperate situations” often position them at the helm of “selling out” for financial security 

over cultural integrity when they are contracted by nonprofit organizations and universities for 

different services. Their personal economic insufficiencies are not only affecting the culture bearers 

and their dependent families, but become deterrents to youth who see them struggling.  

 

Connected to this is the difficulty of cultural preservation and innovation through youth. These 

business owners express concerns that local Black New Orleanian culture isn’t being embraced as a 

“cultural birthright” by Black youth due to the aforementioned hardships that they witness and the 

lack of seeing the cultural richness in the everyday. As the perceived “future guardians” of traditions 

and ways of expression, youth are looked to be cultural innovators and “responsible for the new 

narratives and how the world for generations to come to view” Black New Orleanians culture.  

 

Lack of Knowledge and Access to Funds and Programming 

Information and financial resource silos were overwhelming perceived as challenges to Black New 

Orleanian business success. Though each of the business owners interviewed would describe 

themselves as connected and generally knowledgeable, they articulated concern that other Black 

New Orleanian businesses were not afforded the same level of access to opportunity. Journey 

explains:  

 

“...I know I have to fight to be not be left out. It’s my effort that allows me to be left out. 

Yes, we all have equal opportunities but how are those made accessible? Who’s telling us 

[Black business owners] about them? How are we getting into the door? People feel like 

these opportunities are out of reach.”52 

 

The general lack of awareness of resources ranging from vending, city contracting opportunities and 

nonprofit technical assistance leaves many of these business owners unable to sustain and grow their 

businesses and without the capacity to support their families and communities.  

 

In parallel to information barriers, these interviews emphasized the problems with the lack of “Black 

capital”. Black capital has been defined a plethora of ways but the for the sake of this interview, it 

should be understood as financial capital from Black individuals or institutions invested for the 

                                                
51Knox, Alonzo.  Interview with Dasjon Jordan. Phone interview. March 18, 2019. 
52Allen, Journey.  Interview with Dasjon Jordan. Phone interview. March 15, 2019. 
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deliberate success of Black businesses. The lack of personal intergenerational wealth and equity in 

the lending process makes the idea of Black capital seem even more salient to these entrepreneurs.  

 

“The challenges that I see in terms of the survival and thriving of black culture is the lack of 

Black capital or the lack of capital to support these initiatives. We’re stilling dealing with 

redlining, deliberate denial of resources and capital to support our ventures. Many of us are 

undercapitalized and therefore we find ourselves being stretched beyond our limits. We’re 

trying to do too many things to maintain our businesses, our personal lives, and our personal 

obligations as well as to be able to stay creative and productive. So, I think the lack of capital 

is one definite challenge or obstacle.”53 

 

The lack of personal and familial capital to invest in their businesses causes creates a few obstacles 

for Black New Orleanian entrepreneurs. Having to either bootstrap or seek loan capital can put 

strains on the quality of their products and family lifestyles.  

 

Another major challenge these business owners recognized were disparities in access to loan capital. 

Whether it was through their personal encounters with discriminatory practices or that of other 

Black entrepreneurs, each saw the barriers to securing operational capital to support business owners 

looking to sustain and grow their customer base. This sentiment is best captured in Alonzo of 

Backatown Coffee Parlor: 

 

“Equity in the lending process is a... challenge. I think in New Orleans, from the data I’ve last seen 

which was atrocious, African Americans were the most denied loans in the greater New Orleans 

[metro] area. Until that changes, there’s always going to be a challenge for Black businesses to really 

start up and thrive because they’re not getting the adequate funding that they need. To project out 

Year 1, 2 and 3, we’re bootstrapping it each and every day. Oftentimes, doing that is not sustainable 

when you don’t have any new straps to grab ahold of. And if you have some, it’s ripping at that 

seams and tearing because you’re trying to offer something to your customer base when you’re 

always in the negative.”54  

 

The challenges that Alonzo describes show that businesses like his are forced to operate in more 

stringent business support ecosystem while attempting to provide a dual economic-cultural impact. 

This is further made clear by The Racial Wealth Divide in New Orleans Study conducted by J.P. 

Morgan Chase in 2016. The average business value of a Black-owned business is $35,237 in 

comparison to $487,748 of their White counterparts.55 The wealth disparity between the two is 

definitely made more exponential with the lack of technical and financial tools fairly distributed to 

Black business owners.  

 

                                                
53 Warren-Williams, Vera.  Interview with Dasjon Jordan. Phone interview. March 16, 2019.  
54Knox, Alonzo.  Interview with Dasjon Jordan. Phone interview. March 18, 2019. 
55The Racial Wealth Divide in New Orleans Report, 2016  
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It’s important to also highlight the deficiency of understanding of Black consumer markets of Black-

owned businesses. These business owners in particular have not only noted the lack of 

understanding of potential viable target customer segments by small business support organizations 

who claim to support them but also the deliberate denial of capital to support their ventures. 

Business owner MoeJoe articulates this experience:  

 

“Whenever I went to the incubator Propeller and shared the idea I had to create an inclusive 

space for primarily African American women to have a space where they could do dance 

fitness, they responded with ‘the rate of African American women doing dance fitness is 

low.’ So, getting the support that I needed from grants was hard but that it didn’t stop me. I 

just didn’t worry about giving them my ideas. You have to present them an idea for them to 

tell you yes or no. So, I just didn’t allow them to tell me yes or no.”56  

 

Fortunately, for MoeJoe and the many like her, she was able to prove concept of her business with 

other support resources that grew to the scale of her business growth. However, many Black 

businesses in New Orleans are discouraged from pursuing entrepreneurship due encounters like 

these.  

  

 

  

                                                
56Joseph, Marisa.  Interview with Dasjon Jordan. Phone interview. March 20, 2019. 
 



53 
 

 

CHAPTER 7: ANALYZING LOCAL SMALL BUSINESS SUPPORT AGENCIES   

In our effort to closely examine successful entrepreneurship as Black businesses have defined them, 

we most also investigate local agencies, how they define success, and what support they offer. This 

chapter measures how the dual definitions of business success are held by local entities, how they are 

messaging support to small brick and mortar business, while unpacking how they hold up against the 

needs offered by the business owners. 

 

NEW ORLEANS BUSINESS ALLIANCE (NOLABA) 

Validating that Black business owners’ prioritization of economic viability as important to business 

success, we first take a glance at an agency that focuses on traditional economic viability. The New 

Orleans Business Alliance (NOLABA) is a nonprofit organization, formed as public-private 

partnership in 2010, acting as the “official economic development agency for the City of New 

Orleans”.57 In 2012, the entity created its first comprehensive development plan in New Orleans, 

ProsperityNOLA which articulates its agenda for citywide economic growth attempting to building 

on the “city’s inherent economic strengths - its people, innate culture, and locational advantages.”  

 

In the section of the document “Equity is a Growth Strategy”, NOLABA’s relationship and 

understanding of Black entrepreneurship can be first be understood.58 NOLABA highlights the 

barriers to economic success for Black business using the following statistic: 

 

 “60% of New Orleanians identify as people of color and 40% of the city’s small businesses 

are owned by people of color, but those firms persistently collect less than 2% of receipts.” 

 

Like the academic literature, NOLABA sees success of black business primarily through the lens not 

in parity with white-owned businesses. The entity further articulates the role as increasing minority 

entrepreneurship as a tool for employment of minority households. This increased access of 

employment is vital for the city’s economic well-being and not necessarily focused on the well-being 

of the Black community of New Orleans.  

 

Additionally, the section of plan denotes similar barriers to entrepreneurship as observed by the 

interviewed business owners, including “capital, opportunity, and capacity” stemming from 

“entrenched inequalities in the lending process.” However, this plan points to equity in the 

procurement process as the resolution to the challenges face by Black communities. Leveraging the 

city’s major “anchor institutions like universities and hospitals”, ProsperityNOLA argues that shared 

value can be created by subcontracting minority vendors to benefit from stable and long-term 

projected expenditures and offering support resources like “business incubators” and mentorship.   

Since the plan’s publishing, NOLABA has offered noble initiatives like the “Small Business 

Roundtable discussions” to further understand the “structural, societal and policy issues” of the 

                                                
57 https://www.nolaba.org/about/  
58 https://www.nolaba.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/ProsperityNOLA-Final.pdf 

https://www.nolaba.org/about/
https://www.nolaba.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/ProsperityNOLA-Final.pdf
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small business ecosystem from business owners and small business owners of color. This however 

does not incorporate how the business owners see entrepreneurship as valuable outside of securing 

loan capital.  

 

NOLABA does not point specifically to the social impact value that Black small business aim to 

create nor does it highlight geographic and spatial importance of entrepreneurship. In the Annual 

Business Report Main Street report, the NOLABA sees small businesses growth and support as 

“fulfilling some of the resources needed in the absence of supermarkets and other big 

infrastructures” and attracting “more economic growth”, but misses the intentional social and 

cultural value that these business owners aim to have first.59  

 

PROPELLER SOCIAL INNOVATION INCUBATOR (Propeller) 

Investigating entities that prioritize social impact as the primary value of entrepreneurship in New 

Orleans, we take a look at the social impact accelerator Propeller Social Innovation Incubator. 

Founded in 2009, the 501c3 nonprofit is a body “that grows and supports entrepreneurs to tackle 

social and environmental disparities” cultivating small business and nonprofit ventures to “tackle 

disparities in food, water, health and education” where they have identified “significant inequalities 

and proven market opportunities.” 60 

 

Propeller’s coveted “Startup Accelerator”, a 12-week intensive program, provides early-stage social 

entrepreneurs with the opportunity to test business viability if accepted into cohort. Though 

initiative was created to help build a “more equitable future” that dismantles racism, poverty, and 

other systems of oppression”, one must take a closer look at how it defines sectors of viable 

ventures.61 Taking the health sector into consideration, the program application defines noteworthy 

ventures as “Health Care: Access, affordability, and chronic diseases for at-risk and underserved 

populations (i.e. child/maternal health, STD/STIs, health insurance utilization, transportation, 

wraparound services). However, there are two things to consider. The first is the language barrier to 

prospective business owners. As stated from MoeJoe’s interviews, prospective Black entrepreneurs 

are challenged by the nonprofit lingo and pitches the business owners may know as viable markets 

through their embodied experiences and not through the data required for the program. The second 

consideration is the idea of emerging markets over reactive markets. Business owners like MoeJoe 

cite her experiences with accelerators as one of this trend.  Social accelerators must be concerned of 

the numerous prospects of Black entrepreneurs they are discouraging because they don’t understand 

the entrepreneurs’ potential market segmentation.  

  

                                                
59 NOLABA 2017 Annual Report 
60 http://gopropeller.org/about/  
61 http://gopropeller.org/accelerator/ 
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However, there is hope for Propeller’s initiatives the South Broad Business Initiative (SBBI). The 

entity, created in response to exorbitant amounts of grant awards won by the accelerator with little 

focus on neighbor business ventures in the Broadmoor neighborhood where Propeller’s office space 

exists.62 The free program centers “neighborhood business owners of color” providing them with 

“support, resources, and professional expertise to help them grow their businesses.” This includes 

“free workspace, mentorship, and assistance with marketing, financials, taxes, legal assistance, and 

technology updates.”63 SBBI is successful is rooted in its hyper local focus and integration with 

community need more than the organization is as a whole 

 

The SBBI values centering the voices and concerns of local business owners. Geographic legacy is 

important as well as storefront visibility in the face of gentrification.64 Program manager Trace Allen, 

sees these Black-owned businesses as integral to neighborhood “prosperity” and “integral to its 

character, culture and feel”.  

 

NEW ORLEANS REDEVELOPMENT AUTHORITY (NORA)  

Considering the cultural and spatial significance of Black business as a form of success, little 

agencies have direct influence on place-based economic development strategies like the New 

Orleans Redevelopment Authority (NORA). Existing for 50 years this year, the quasi-governmental 

agency’s focus in post-Hurricane Katrina New Orleans has been equitable revitalization 

development in attempts to celebrate the city’ neighborhood and honors its traditions.”65 

 

The Commercial Developments Gap Financing program are most aligned resource to spatial 

ownership and rehabilitation for Black business owners. However, there are a few barriers. Black 

business owners already have expressed barriers to securing fair loans for their ventures. In additions 

to this, the guidelines prioritize development teams with experiences in development and not 

necessarily individual businesses owners.66 Business owners with development experience or 

development partners then become further disadvantaged.  

 

Programs like NORA’s Facade RENEW program, however, are more in line with the scale of an 

entrepreneur’s time and resource capacity. Facade RENEW is a commercial revitalization grant 

program launched in 2014. The 3:1 reimbursable grant program for commercial property and small 

business owners along select retail corridors to enhance the appearance of retail façades. The 

program reimburses 75% of the total project costs for improvements up to $37,500 per commercial 

property. All façade improvements made with grant dollars will be required to be maintained for a 

minimum of 5 years.”67 Though financial more effective in its target, there are a few hard realities the 

program faces. The most apparent issues understood through conducted interviews and data about 

                                                
62 Sayre, “The 'New' New Orleans Has Benefited Some, but Left Others Behind” 
63 http://gopropeller.org/programs/south-broad-business-initiative/ 
64 Wilkinson, “These Black Entrepreneurs Are Fighting Gentrification on South Broad Street” 
65 https://www.noraworks.org/about 
66 NORA Commercial Revitalization, noraworks.org/commercial  
67 NORA Facade Renew, noraworks.org/revitalization 

http://gopropeller.org/programs/south-broad-business-initiative/
https://www.noraworks.org/about
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wealth and loan disparities face by black entrepreneurs in New Orleans, is Black businesses are not 

able to access the upfront capital to apply for the project. Additionally, if business owners are not 

directly on the commercial corridor of the target program, they are discounted. Lastly, the 

effectiveness of the program must be analyzed. From my interview with Vera the most recent 

beneficiary of Facade Renew, word of mouth was critical to both her encouragement towards and 

dissuading from applying. After hearing about the construction challenges, financial reimbursement 

delays to other applicants, and meticulous pre-qualifying test, she expressed concerns that the 

program would not only cost her more to take advantage of it, but would reveal more problems 

within space that they agency wasn’t equipped to support her through. Though Façade RENEW can 

be an agent for catalytic reinvestment, NORA should consider the voices and challenges of those 

business owners who stand the most gain and the most to lose from it. 

 

Across each of these small business support entities, there seems to be either a lack of understanding 

about the intention of the Black businesses they are attempting to serve or prioritization of 

businesses looking to scale economically. What is crucially missing is the value of local 

entrepreneurship that is aiming to create social impact, invest human development of their and take 

into consideration the Black cultural assets that are important to customers as well.   
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CONCLUSION 

Based upon this research investigation, it important to reexamine the obvious gap of resource 

support afforded to Black New Orleanian owned-businesses that were interviewed and those across 

the city. Though these business owners are operating both to generate revenue and to serve as 

benevolent community leaders and tastemakers and the lack of tailored support from nonprofits and 

city agencies might convey a lack of understanding on how culture is cultivated through 

entrepreneurship. Generally, they may be seen as cultural benefits to the city but are primarily 

measured through their economic output or lack thereof.  

 

What is also made clear is that financial gain cannot be forsaken by these culture bearers. Their 

expressions of concern for commercial gentrification and displacement make economic viability an 

essential virtue. Taking care of themselves and a larger community requires adequate resources and 

increase operation and financial capacity over time. Their believe in the value of self-determination 

and reaping the benefits of their hardwork both economically and socially make them the most 

probable agents of social change in our society.  

 

As a city planner invested in the intersection of arts, culture and development, it is still unclear how 

policy can structurally support Black businesses in this space explicitly. However, resources offered 

as forgivable loans, extended technical assistance and business counselling are still necessary. With 

current advocacy for minority on businesses allotted to diversity procurement at institutional levels, I 

am concerned that value of small brick and mortar business in Black communities especially will 

continue to be misunderstood and inadequately supported. Spaces of cultural affirmation, safety and 

support will be weakened or non-existent if our value of business is for economic wealth building 

solely.  

 

What we stand to lose with this strain of Black small business are few things. The most notably are 

the opportunity to see ourselves reflected in all types of business space. But also, what is potentially 

lost are neighborhood business people who showcase their fervent independence and leadership by 

starting and maintaining ventures that prioritize bring community into their buildings. In the absence 

of their interdependence Black consumer base, crucial resources and social needs go unmet. 

Eventually, the lack of Black brick and mortar space could present more detached relationships 

between Black communities and the lost of spaces of historic significance, culture and commerce.   
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