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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation combines an assemblage theory ontology of urban sociology 

with the concept of Bauman’s ‘liquid modernity’ (2000, 2012). It subsequently 

incorporates the nascent “liquid” constructs of liquid retail, liquid legitimacy, and 

liquid community to analyze consumers, community, and retailscapes in a violent and 

impoverished inner city area that has experienced constant and dramatic change.  

Through this lens, ethnographic fieldwork reveals a construct called 

consumption lifelines, which explains how consumers and communities use market-

facing resources to find and create relative stability in the midst of turbulence, 

whether they choose to enter, stay in or leave a highly territorialized community with 

contested boundaries. The study adds complexity to Bauman’s concept of liquidity 

and the construct of urban assemblages, and it has implications for other inner city 

communities that are similarly affected by changing times and challenging 

circumstances. 
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DISSERTATION OUTLINE 

 

This dissertation is structured into chapters as follows:  

Chapter 1: Consumption Lifelines in Liquid Urban Communities  

Chapter 2: Context 

Chapter 3: Methods 

Chapter 4: Myths in a Changing Community: Ambiguity, Ownership 

  and Power  

 

Chapter 5: The Businesses Burned and They Never Came Back: Changing 

Retail Landscapes and Servicescapes and their Impact on Resistance to 

Gentrification 

 

Chapter 6: Reverse Acculturation: Aging in Place in a Dramatically Changing 

Community  

 

Chapter 7: Conclusion: Consumption Lifelines: Consuming to Enter, Stay in, 

and Exit Liquid Communities 

 

The focus of this dissertation is change. Specifically, it is structured to ask and 

answer questions about the tensions created, and market resolutions employed, at the 

intersections of the many continuously changing aspects of our world. It is a three 

article dissertation, with a theoretical introduction and conclusion that tie the articles 

together. The over-arching theoretical umbrella is one that looks at the tensions 

experienced at the intersections of the constructs of liquid modernity, liquid 

community, liquid retail, and liquid legitimacy.  

Following this first Outline chapter, is Chapter 1: Consumption Lifelines in 

Liquid Urban Communities. This chapter provides an overview on the current 
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literature on salient constructs of liquidity to research the inner city. It introduces the 

concept of “Consumption Lifelines”—this dissertation’s contribution of a construct of 

market facing resources created and used by consumers and institutions, to navigate 

seas of change. It addresses how the theoretical framework of urban assemblages with 

its flattened ontology works to study the liquidity of change better than older 

frameworks in the consumer behavior and marketing literature.  

Chapter 2 describes the context used: a community in Southern California 

named Watts. Watts was chosen as a context in common for each empirical article, 

because of being a place of dramatic change in: 1. its community narrative; 2.its 

retailscapes; and 3. its community members. It was used as the context for all three 

articles to better see, in depth, the intersections of liquid modernity, liquid 

community, liquid legitimacy and liquid retailscapes in one place. Using one 

community that exhibited all three types of change in dramatic, extreme ways 

allowed unparalleled and necessary views to achieve this. 

Next is Chapter 3: “Methods.” This chapter describes all three articles’ data 

and analysis, since all three articles have been born from an integrated three-year long 

ethnography, triangulated with such methods as visual ethnography, netnography, 

historical research, and depth interviews. A flattened ontological theoretical lens is 

used in this work that does not privilege one level of analysis over another, nor one 

scalar measurement between micro, meso and macro, but instead sees how each 

fluidity and liquidity impacts the others. It also uses a methodological innovation 

called relational ethnography (Desmond 2016, 2014a, 2014b, 2012) to 
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ethnographically research the relationships between components of the assemblages 

studied.  

Three subsequent articles follow: Chapters 4, 5, and 6. These are the three 

empirical chapters that investigate different research questions under the research 

umbrella of consumption during change.. 

Chapter 4 is an exploration of the myths of the community of Watts. It asks 

the research question: what roles can myths play in the contested, messy power 

struggles in the context of a changing community?  

Chapter 5 looks to the retailscapes and servicescapes of the changing Watts 

community. It asks the research question: how has the retail and service landscape 

changed in Watts since the riots of 1965, and why hasn’t Watts gentrified as many 

other areas in Southern California have?  

Chapter 6 looks at the practices used by those who are long-term “stayers” in 

Watts (those who have stayed in the neighborhood for decades). It asks the research 

question: what practices do these stayers employ to manage the reverse acculturation 

of living in a community that has changed around them?  

While each article has its own conclusion section, this dissertation has a final 

Conclusion, Chapter 7, in which a theory of consumption at the intersections of liquid 

modernity, liquid community, liquid retail and liquid legitimacy is drawn from the 

work that has preceded it. It develops further the theorization of the construct of 

“consumption lifelines.” Consumption lifelines, again, are the consumption and 

market solutions that consumers, communities, and retailers employ to resolve 
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tensions when they are changing. Consumption lifelines are found to be used by 

consumers and institutions to enter, stay, and leave changing communities.   
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CHAPTER 1 CONSUMPTION LIFELINES IN LIQUID URBAN ASSEMBLAGES 

 

Change is the only constant in life. 

      —Heraclitus 

This chapter provides an overview on the current literature on salient 

constructs of liquidity to research the inner city. It introduces the concept of 

“Consumption Lifelines”—this dissertation’s contribution of a construct of market 

facing resources created and used by consumers and institutions, to navigate seas of 

change. It addresses how the theoretical framework of urban assemblages with its 

flattened ontology works to study the liquidity of change better than older 

frameworks in the consumer behavior and marketing literature.  

Those who live along the San Andreas Fault in Southern California are jolted 

periodically by the movement of the Pacific tectonic plate and the North American 

plate as the two outer shell pieces strain to slide over the Earth’s mantle into new 

positions. Their strain against resistance and release of pressure result in earthquake 

shock waves. This change is paradoxically both inexorable and predictable and yet 

inevitably unexpected and surprising to the individuals and communities that 

experience it.  

Societal shock waves from change can alter individuals and communities as 

well. Identities change. Neighborhoods change. Meanings and ideologies change. 

Communities and individuals struggle with this tension of change. Yet change is 

inevitable. Sometimes it is a small magnitude change. Sometimes it is “The Big One.” 

A large level shockwave—The Big One as it were—in geological terms results in a 
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radical change to the landscape. The Big One in societal or individual change results 

in changes that have intertwining effects on individuals, neighborhoods, institutions, 

and markets.  

This dissertation examines consumers, community, retailscapes and 

servicescapes in an inner city community that has been rocked by repeated 

shockwaves of change. Many inner city communities are similarly tossed and turned 

today—and we are seeing new constructs and analysis of change to theorize this flux.   

Liquid Modernity, Liquidity, and its Constructs 

“All that is solid melts into air…” In describing the changes of modernity, 

Marx and Engels wrote in 1872 what could be the motto for Zygmunt Bauman’s 

much newer construct of  “liquid modernity” and liquid society (2000, 2000, 2005, 

2007a, 2007b, 2007c, 2011, 2012). This evocative line from the “Manifesto of the 

Communist Party” (Tucker ed. 1978 p. 476) is commenting, in part, upon the constant 

tearing down and reconstructing of the means of production, the institutions, and 

society itself that is required for modern capitalism to continue its forward march. 

The landed aristocracy and serfs gave way to owners of the means of production and 

their factory workers. Value of the workers’ efforts and skills in the objects 

exchanged, and cottage industries, gave way to money and factories. Outmoded 

institutions gave way to institutions that supported the ever-new society. In observing 

this continuous change into the age of modernity, as the Western world marched 

forward in “progress” from the Enlightenment to the Industrial Revolution and 

beyond, Marx and Engels seem to describe societal and institutional change—in 
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variations of speed and liquidity—that has transcended modernity and post-

modernity.   

Bauman deconstructs the continuing melting of society’s “solids” in 

modernity, and calls into question the label of post-modernity. Instead, he sees 

institutions—as small and mundane as family and as large and global as geopolitical 

governance—as solids that have melted or are in the process of being liquefied. 

Marx’s next sentence is “all that is holy is profaned” which echoes Durkheim’s 

observations on the melting and re-constructing the sacred and profane into mirror 

images of the other. Both Marx and Durkheim observed that change is a feature of 

modernity as the old is cast off for the new and the meanings of things are redefined. 

Bauman argues that in modernity the goal was stabilization as crumbling 

institutions were replaced by ones with more stability. The “liquefaction” of the 

solids of society was done in modernity to replace the old solids with “new and 

better” solids in an attempt to reach the most stable state. In liquid modernity, on the 

other hand, the goal is to replace stable solids with ones that are flexible, light, and 

flow with the continuously morphing structure of society.  

Consumption and culture scholars have used Bauman’s “liquid modernity” as 

a stepping off point to analyze a set of myriad research questions on change, from the 

crumbling of institutional pillars of identity and the necessity of consumer identity 

construction in a pick-and-choose fashion (McAlexander, DuFault, Martin and 

Schouten 2014), to the erosion of attachment to place for both elites and slum-

dwellers (Featherstone 2007), to ever-changing and forward moving  technology and 
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mobility (Arnould and Thompson 2007), to global nomad elites (Bardhi, Eckhardt 

and Arnould 2012), to the access economy (Bardhi and Eckhardt 2012, Eckhardt and 

Bardhi 2016), to cultural consumption (Alderson, Junisbai, and Heacock 2007) . 

Since Bauman wrote Liquid Modernity, a nascent set of constructs further theorizing 

forms of “liquidity” has also arisen in the literature. Liquidity—as a term standing for 

change, becomings, shifts in forms, lack of attachments—has been shown to be a 

valuable analytical and metaphorical lens for looking at retail (Kurvenoaele, Bajde 

and Schwob 2016), consumption (Bardhi et al. 2012; Bardhi and Eckhardt 2015; 

Hanson 2015), journalism (Deuze 2008), legitimacy (Tost 2011), relations with 

posssessions (Bardhi, et al. 2012), community (Bardhi and Eckhardt 2015),. Bauman 

himself has continually applied his concepts ((2000, 2005, 2007a, 2007b, 2007c, 

2011, 2012) analyzing the liquidity of many aspects of society from institutions to art 

and culture.  

Against this backdrop of proliferating concepts, Bardhi and Eckhardt call for a 

new ontology of liquidity (2015). This dissertation will argue that the use of a liquid 

ontology works well in analyzing the struggles of an inner city community during 

large and small scale change, especially when coupled with urban studies assemblage 

theory. Inner cities exhibit the iterative change of retail, legitimacy, and consumption 

that is inherent in our time of liquid modernity (Cohen 2013; McFarlane 2011a, 

2011b). It will further argue that communities and consumers respond to this liquidity 

by using “consumption lifelines”—as opposed to “liquid consumption” (Eckhardt and 
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Bardhi 2015)—to stabilize themselves or to effect change within a liquid 

environment.  

A set of definitions coming from the world of fluid dynamics can be extended 

logically to places that have been heretofore problematic under the construct. Bardhi 

and Eckhardt say that although they believe that a liquid ontology is necessary to 

understand shifting times, they recognize that “some areas of the world and of 

consumption need to be solid to support a liquid lifestyle” (2015 p. 134) and to 

recognize boundary conditions. Looking at fluid dynamics in conjunction with 

DeLanda’s explanations of certain aspects of assemblage theory (2011), we can see 

that being “liquid” is just one state of a substance—separate from solids and vapors—

and that all three can exist together, if different substances are co-existing. This 

dissertation will look at liquidity from that standpoint. 

In this dissertation a community undergoing societal change is analyzed with 

three constructs of liquidity—liquid community, liquid retail, and liquid legitimacy. 

Liquidity is discussed as a multi-scalar analysis. As an example of why multi-scalar 

analysis is important to see the processes of community change, think of a large 

earthquake. In an earthquake, the landscape, communities, structures, and people are 

changed as tectonic plates move the Earth. The state must often step in and lend aid 

on one level of macro scale. Cities must take care of people who were affected on a 

meso scale. Neighborhoods avail themselves of city services. People interact with 

these changes to rebuild, or leave their houses abandoned, on a micro scale. The 

actions of people moving in and out of the cities in the strike zone affects their 
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neighborhood and cities’ identity and fortunes, and ultimately the actions of the state. 

All are inter-related in a web of change—macro, meso, and micro. A multi-scalar 

analysis can capture these relational impacts (Desmond 2016; DeLanda 2011; 

Deleuze and Guattari 1988). Focusing on only one scalar level and not on the 

relationships of change leaves gaps in understanding what has occurred and is 

occurring.  

Using the properties of liquids as a metaphor to capture the flow of continuous 

change in society works for this kind of multi-scalar analysis, not only because of 

liquids’ (by definition) fluid nature, but also because looking at something as “liquid” 

implies we are looking at not only the liquid itself, but also the structures that hold it 

in place, since liquids require a structure to give them form. Further, liquids are 

substances that can change states. Something liquid can also potentially be a gas or a 

solid under different conditions—it is just currently in a state of liquidity. Conversely, 

gases and solids both hold the potential of liquidity within them.  

When the term “liquid” is used, this implies a specific state of a substance that 

holds together tighter than air and more loosely than a solid, but must be contained by 

a structure to maintain a shape. When the term “fluid” is used as a construct, this can 

imply either the state of liquidity, or the state of vapor. Often “fluid” and “liquid” are 

used or interpreted interchangeably in the marketing and consumer behavior 

literature, but this distinction should be kept in mind by the reader. “Fluid identity,” 

for example, if interpreted through a metaphor of fluid dynamics, would imply an 

identity that can hold together as a liquid, or that can dissipate like a gas into thin air. 
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It would also imply a solid state potential—unless conditions remain that keep the 

identity in its fluid form.  

DeLanda (2011) states that assemblages (very simply for now: groups of 

components that make up a whole) can be conceptualized as moving from state to 

state—like water. Water is formed of a homogenous group of molecules of hydrogen 

and oxygen elements in the classic H20 structure in a liquid state. However, at certain 

phases, in response to a change in temperature, water, like any fluid, can change from 

solid, to liquid, to vapor. In conceptualizing the liquidity of society, it is vital to think 

of changes in society as flows of different types of liquids in addition to water—oil, 

vinegar, molasses, lava, glass—in different phases. As anyone knows who has kept 

tequila in the freezer and watched it maintain its liquidity while the milk and ice 

cubes freeze, or who has kept a can of Coca Cola in the freezer too long and has had 

to clean up after its explosion, each liquid has its own properties, that is, its boiling 

point, viscosity, movement, speed, and freezing point. Further, some liquids blend 

and some do not. Some liquid mixtures separate into demarcated striations if left to 

sit, some stay homogenously mixed.  

If we think of society as liquid, it is tempting to think of a homogenous 

molecular structure in a constant state of liquidity. However, society is complex. 

Liquid modernity—and its associated liquid constructs—can be conceptualized as 

many types of liquids co-existing, with the potential for vapor, liquid, and solid states. 

Using a water metaphor, or any one homogenous liquid, to conceptualize the fluidity 

of society is not a true conceptualization of liquid modernity in any of its 
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manifestations, such as community, retail, or identity. We could call this “water” 

modernity if we conceptualized it in this way. Using just the concept of a particular 

homogenous liquid is not a metaphor that communicates properly the complexity of a 

heterogenous assemblage of the relatively fluids and solid components that make up a 

community or society. The concept of the liquidity of many types of matter coexisting 

in different ways of being liquid and at different rates of flow and change seems to 

work, however. In addition to the potential for changes in states and forms, liquidity 

captures the fluid dynamics of mixture, of separation, of a laminar or steady flow of a 

stable system, of a turbulent flow over obstacles and around barriers, and of looking 

at the change of one system’s flow(s) in response to the change in another system—

all within their own steady, laminar, turbulent, or random system and flows.  

The most interesting stories lie in the intersections of all these fluid systems 

working upon each other on all levels simultaneously. Herein lies the 

conceptualization of this dissertation: the intersection of various liquidities of change 

in a flattened ontology where no part of a system is privileged, a priori, over another, 

as they would be in a standard scalar investigation. We will be looking at the 

intersections of change as the fluid dynamics of systems change, and as each 

component at each level of analysis works upon the other—scaled up and down. 

Studying the new concepts of liquidity holds immense promise for insights into our 

changing society. However, the literature on liquidity remains piecemeal and 

unconnected, except as being offshoots from Bauman—various places where one can 

see yet another type of “liquid modernity.” Sometimes the phrase “liquid” seems to 
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be haphazardly placed in front of a construct just to capture the idea of a changing 

thing, in contrast to Bardhi and Eckhardt’s careful description of a liquid ontology 

(2015). This is unfortunate. Change has been undertheorized in our literature, and 

there is a great need for a concept like liquidity to analyze the continuous messy, 

iterative, flow of components back and forth or around components in an assemblage. 

It can be the meso-changes of road construction or new signage that disrupt a day of 

shopping, and simultaneously, or overlappingly, come as macro-level changes, such 

as the rise of online retailers that changes the entire retail landscape. Both macro and 

meso affect the micro, everyday lives of consumers. Consumers act upon the meso 

and macro and effect change upon them. A liquid ontology accounts for this 

movement.  

Currently, with the exception of Bardhi and Eckhardt (2012), Bardh et al. 

(2012), and Eckhardt and Bardhi (2015, 2016), each fluid and liquid theory in extant 

literature is treated as a relatively new construct that has been advanced and isolated 

by itself to examine change in some way, without reference to the others, with the 

exception of always harking back to Bauman’s liquidity and using the term liquid to 

talk about change. What is missing in the literature is a bringing together of the 

various liquidities and a deep look at the places where these constructs overlap. 

Because if things really are liquid, if we follow this literature, then when change in 

any part of a consumers’ life world comes together with change in another part, these 

interacting changes are much more likely to behave like the confluence of rivers, or 

the flows of two different substances running into each other.  
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Critical Urbanism, Assemblage Theory, and Liquidity 

Analyzing community change with an ontology of liquidity requires us to see 

the city communities exist within as an assemblage. Looking to the city as an 

assemblage (McFarlane and Anderson 2011a, 2011b, Dovey 2011, Brenner, Madden 

and Wachsmuth 2011; Farias 2011 ) is a recent turn in critical urban theory. Cities 

and communities are complex and “messy”—made up of components that are 

separate yet working together—and assemblage theory is appropriate to use to 

analyze them (Kamalipour and Peimani 2015). Cities are a complex interaction 

between human and non-human components, each working on the other. It is multi-

scalar in that it looks at the micro, meso and macro levels of how each component 

works upon the whole (McFarlane 2011a, 2011b). It also assumes an ever-changing 

set of assemblages as components move from assemblage to assemblage and 

territorialize and deterritorialize (Buchanan and Parr 2006). Components with 

inherent capacities and relationships of interiority (within one assemblage) are also 

related in exteriority (outside the assemblage) to others. But the components can 

move between assemblages and exist within and without more than one at once, 

which mean assemblages change and assemblage theory can work for theorizing 

change in cities. Further, assemblage theory is able to hold the concept of “flows” and 

“lines of flight” (Deleuze 2004; Deleuze and Guittari 1988)—the trajectories of 

movement through time and space. As Foucault says in the introduction to Anti-

Oedipus (Deleuze and Guattari 1988), if he were making a guidebook for life from 

the work he would include: “Prefer what is positive and multiple, difference over 



25 
 

uniformity, flows over unities, mobile arrangements over systems. Believe that what 

is productive is not sedentary but nomadic” (p. xiii). 

Looking at cities and communities as assemblages holds promise to imagine 

their constant becomings and many potentials. However, other urban critical theorists 

have argued for lacks in assemblage theory as a framework for urban studies, saying 

it rejects the holding container of the “context of contexts—the structure of the city 

itself that holds the city’s power structure and spaces.” They say it also misses the 

“contradictory, hierarchical social relations and institutional forms of capitalism” 

(Brenner, et al. 2011). But DeLanda sees a continuum, as we will see below, for 

assemblages with strict encoding and high territoriality that would effectively be 

treelike and hierarchical, but upon becoming deterritorialized and decoded could 

become more rhizomatic and loose in structure and change potential (2011). Using 

assemblage theory with the metaphor of liquid modernity and liquid community 

seems to hold great promise for analyzing complex communities.  

Seeing communities gives a lens to find the places of intersecting liquid 

change from micro to meso to macro. Assemblages are parts that make a whole—the 

parts are components and the parts themselves, and consequently the whole, are 

always changing along “lines of flight” (Deleuze and Guattari 1988). Assemblage 

theory sees the whole of a “thing” being examined as a grouping of its component 

parts, with relationships from “part to whole.”  

Assemblage theory also allows for “becomings” and “emergence”—processes 

of change within an assemblage that have no beginning and no end implied. An 
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assemblage “is” “was” and is “becoming” simultaneously. Becoming is change 

within an assemblage—sometimes by growing capacities (the material and expressive 

things a component can do), sometimes by leaving an assemblage within the 

assemblage to move to another, sometimes by being affected by other components’ 

becoming. Each component in the assemblage is ‘becoming’ but often at different 

rates and times than the others. Becoming creates, maintains, or breaks the 

relationships between the components in the assemblage. Thus an assemblage that is 

in unity is held together by the becoming of its components. An assemblage can also 

be broken apart by the becoming of its components. Assemblages are defined by 

Deleuze and Guattari as organizing along two dimensions—two axes. One axis is the 

segments of context, that is, becoming—or territorialization, and coming apart—or 

deterritorialization. The other axis is the segments of expression, the material and 

expressive capacities of an assemblage including language and meaning and material 

substance (Deleuze and Guattari 1988; Delanda 2007, 2011). Assemblages are 

temporary groupings, always combining, coming apart, recombining on the context 

axis, and always having different material and expressive capacities on the other axis, 

and the components combine and recombine as the assemblage changes. 

DeLanda explains the Deleuzean-Guattarian assemblage axes by using an 

example of an ethnic neighborhood or a small town (2007). It has its borders, its 

particular territory, with many communities of many backgrounds living within their 

own territories side by side. Intermarriage may proliferate between religions and 

ethnicitites, and friendship networks may cross the limits of neighborhoods. Crossing 
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the limits happens freely if the axis is closer to deterritorialized. The borders are 

fuzzy. However, when a sharp disruption happens that separates groups into 

opponents, and the axis moves closer to the territorialized side, gangs may begin to 

police the borders of the neighborhoods. As the borders are sharpened, the people 

within the neighborhoods can begin to see each other as belonging to an identity and 

can begin policing each other. Before, one could lapse in beliefs—whether that would 

mean not going to church every Sunday, not observing the Sabbath, or not wearing 

the “right” clothes. But once the conflict begins and the borders tighten, the 

distinction between “Us and Them” becomes sharp, and the groups police each other 

to “see if you were a ‘good us’” (DeLanda 2011). Conflict sharpens the boundaries 

between communities and between us and them.  

Territorializaton and deterritorialization have a meaning for all assemblages—

how tight the boundaries are, how easily components are let in and out, how big a 

capacity there is for change. Territorilization in a place can refer to how sharp the 

boundaries are between people and territories. This can be cities, towns, 

neighborhoods, and in a more general sense, how sharply defined is the identity of the 

assemblage, how homogenized. Deterritorilization is the opposite—in network theory 

deterritorialization could be thought of as edges and ties linking the people between 

the territories. A deterritorialized area blends with the surrounding areas, its borders 

are fuzzy, and the edges overlap and are open to change.  

There are two categories of wholes for Deleuze and Guattari: assemblages and 

strata. DeLanda explains (2011) that stratum behaves like a beehive with strict 
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“coding”—that is, like a group of insects with DNA that is similar if not identical to 

that of the other insects in the hive. All the bees are doing their function for the hive, 

and nothing changes. The bees have no apparent ability or desire to learn different 

behavior outside of the group. In a stratum, coding is sharply defined by words and 

language. An example on the human scale could be a religious sect where there is no 

deviation from a sacred text. Deleuze and Guattari apply this coding behavior only to 

strata and say that assemblages are always coded. However, DeLanda brings the 

theorizing of assemblages even further into an ontological match with liquidity and 

fluidity, with his idea of “parameterization.” Delanda, specifically so he does have to 

introduce dualities and binary oppositions that develop with the Deleuzean-Guattarian 

axes of de/territorialization and capacities, decides to eliminate the distinction of 

strata with tight coding that yields strict territorialization (2011). Instead, he takes the 

concept of assemblage as it is—with the emergent properties, decomposability, and 

material and expressive components—and treats it as a machine with two knobs that 

are adjustable. He draws a diagram where one knob or parameter is territorilization 

and the other knob or parameter is coding. Delanda uniquely parameterizes the 

concept like a parametric equation in mathematics. 

 

 

Territorialization            Coding 

 

 
Figure 1: DeLanda’s description of an assemblage, written on a white 

board, re-drawn by the author (DeLanda 2011) EGS 
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An assemblage then as a whole can be defined as a collection of components 

that has properties of its own and that is non-reducible to its parts. The parts maintain 

their autonomy. The parts or components exercise their specific capacities, material 

and expressive, when they interact with each other. The components can be detached 

from the assemblage and “plugged into” another assemblage thereby changing their 

capacities and changing the new and old assemblages. Finally, the identity of the 

assemblage at any one point in time will be defined by the setting of the parameters. 

This idea of setting the parameters of territorialization and coding on a sliding scale 

without dualities gives rise to looking at assemblage theory as the lens to study 

liquidity in the more complex and realistic mode of fluid dynamics (Delanda 2011).  

If the coding and territorilization knobs are both at maximum, then that 

assembly is a stratum as defined by Deleuze and Guattari, with no difference between 

components and relatively unchanging. If the parameters are set as territorialization 

high but coding low, it is a territorialized assemblage as Deleuze and Guattiari define 

it. If coding and territorialization are both low, then this is a deterritorialized 

assemblage. This gives us a concept of assemblages, changing all the time, as the 

knobs are turned by other assemblages they interact with, by their component pieces, 

and by their own relations (DeLanda 2006, 2011).   

Liquid Modernity: Uniting “Liquid” Theories Under One Umbrella 

Having shown that assemblage theory and a liquidity ontology hold the 

promise to answer questions about change when used in concert, we now move to 
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current theoretical constructs in the literature that use the term “liquidity” to 

understand change, that will be pertinent to this study.  

Liquid Community 

Marx, Weber, and Durkheim ushered in the scientific examination of 

communities in sociology. Marx saw communities as a dialectic pull between the 

oppressor and the oppressed. Weber looked at communities and the effect of the 

individual and collective moral ethos and social mores. Durkheim saw communities 

as reflections of either organic solidarity or mechanical solidarity. Marx, Weber and 

Durkheim addressed community from the vantage point of the industrial revolution 

and the problems of declining community they saw in modernity. They each saw 

threats to what had been community by the increase of urban existence and the 

decline of traditional collectivities. This concern over the decline of communities 

continued in scholarship through the transition to post-modernity as evidenced by 

Jane Jacob’s The Life and Death of the Great American City (1968), society as 

Putnam (2000) writes about it in Bowling Alone, and by what Bauman (2000,  2012) 

has called “liquid modernity.”  

However, thriving communities continue to structure our society, albeit in 

different ways. Cybercommunities have become vibrant non-geographically bounded 

spaces of social linkage that can replace typical third places (Oldenberg). As Cohen 

(1985) presciently wrote: 

Recent social science has been preoccupied with the idea that society 

is in the midst of radical transformation. This concern with social 
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change is indexed by a range of terms that will be familiar to most all 

students in social science disciplines - terms such as 'globalisation', 

'individualisation', 'detraditionalisation', 'de-industrialisation', 'post-

modernisation', 'McDonaldisation', 'reflexivity', 'information society', 

'network society', and so on. If we are in the grip of such potent 

processes that are transforming the social landscape (for better or 

worse), then this inevitably will entail profound changes for the types 

of bonds, inter-personal relations and connections through which we 

interact with others (Crow, 2002). In other words, while older forms of 

community might decline under the force of sweeping social changes, 

it is equally likely that these changes will bring new forms of 

community into prominence. If either of the above suggestions has any 

validity (and I believe they do), then the question of 'community' will 

be assured an important place in the social sciences as we enter the 

21st century. 

Community, then, is a ubiquitous concept in the social sciences. However, 

while community, like gravity, is a word that evokes a concept that seems to be self-

evident, like “culture” it can be nebulously defined: “Community,” writes Cohen 

(1985: 11), “is one of those words…bandied around in ordinary, everyday speech, 

apparently readily intelligible to speaker and listener, which… however, causes 

immense difficulty.” Community as a construct can be problematic on a number of 

levels: its definition, its function, its stasis or lack thereof.  
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The construct of liquid community seeks to examine consumers and 

consumption as affected by one of the more problematic and nebulously defined 

aspects of community: its relative fluidity or stasis. Horak and Delbridge (2005) delve 

into the concept of changing community in a changing demographic neighborhood, as 

they apply Bogardus’ social distance scale to see how the demographic changes 

impact the social distance that neighborhood racial groups keep from each other. 

More recently, Guibernau (2013), McAlexander et al. (2014), and McAlexander and 

DuFault (2015) have looked at the concept of changing communities and found that 

people develop a stickiness to communities that costs them a loss of personal capital 

when they attempt to divest membership.  

Looking at communities as constantly fluid has not been a focus of the 

consumer behavior and marketing literature. It has, instead, been a focus of literature 

which has developed from the sciences, such as DeLanda, Deleuze, and Latour’s 

studies bridging physics with the social sciences and seeing communities as 

assemblages of human and nonhuman actors, or Padgett and Powell’s study of 

communities as RNA/DNA-like autocatalyic, self-replicating life forms while 

constantly changing chemical systems (Padgett and Powell 2012), the autopoetic 

systems concept stemming from the work of Prigogine (1977), Giddens (1976, 1979, 

1984, Cohen (1989), and/or the biological evolutionary outlook of Raffe, Lusch and 

Zhen (2016). 

The symbolic construction of community (Cohen 2013) works well combined 

with a neomaterialist ontology, as matter and meaning unite in a creation of the space 
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of a city, neighborhood, and community for its members. After generations of 

lifespans and development, communities are assemblages of land, buildings, 

structures, signposts and signs, people, and institutions. The assemblage is layered 

with the history of the neighborhoods. Unless, and even if, a neighborhood has been 

razed and rebuilt, these eras of history are assembled around and on top of each other. 

Sometimes one makes way for the other, sometimes the old stays while the new 

comes in.  

These stories and meanings, the community structures, and the people of the 

community, are often found to be relatively fluid. Telling and retelling stories 

changes them a little bit each time. Structures are destroyed, rebuilt, or stand firm as 

other structures come in around them. New neighbors move in as old neighbors move 

out. The flow of meaning-making and story telling can bump up against objects and 

materiality that are not as fluid. On the other hand, objects can change or disappear 

and the relatively stable people in the community are left without something to hold 

onto.  

The stories, histories, narratives and myths are, to use a liquid metaphor, 

eddying around the structures, people, and parts of the community that remain in 

place. Meaning eddies and flows around this whole assemblage, soaks into some 

material forms, clings to others, or evaporates from the assemblage. In some ways the 

liquid effect can polish things up and renew them, or it can wash them away. Objects, 

then, interrupt and affect the flow of the meanings, but the very fact of the meanings 

adhering and flowing around them and attracting them affects the objects themselves.  
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The term “liquid community” has so far in consumer behavior been rarely 

applied—and then only to rapidly changing communities such as Uber, AirBnB, and 

clothes swapping, and in consumers’ liquid relationships with their possessions (cf 

Bardhi, Eckhardt and Arnould 2012; Bardhi and Eckhardt 2012; Eckhardt and Bardhi 

2016). But communities change, and liquid community is an inherent part of liquid 

modernity. Rituals of stabilizing community as it threatens to move apart have been 

shown to give community a more “solid” face of unity (Collins 2004; Weinberger and 

Wallendorf 2012; Swidler 1986), which suggests there can be a force of a 

community’s liquidity and fluid motion in opposition. Communities change as people 

move in and out, as shown in the acculturation literature (Penaloza 1995; Askergaard 

et al. 2005). Communities change as boundaries change, such as in a political 

upheaval, or in city lines being redrawn (McFarlane 2011a, 2011b). Communities can 

change in the question of ethnicities in “ethnic neighborhoods” (Demangeot et al. 

2015). Changing urban spaces rightfully have been viewed as emergent assemblages 

(Kamalipour and Peimani 2015).  

Liquid Legitimacy  

From the prison and incarceration literature has grown another interesting 

study in liquidities in society—“liquid legitimacy.” Tost (2011) developed a 

theoretical framework that specifies the content underlying legitimacy judgments and 

a model of the process by which these judgments develop and change. Legitimacy has 

long been a subject of organizational sociology, institutional theory, and political 

science literatures, relating to investors, governments, pricing, and organizational 



35 
 

viability, continuance, and acceptance of decisions (Pollock & Rindova 2003); Bansal 

& Clelland 2004; Dowling & Pfeffer 1975; Rao 1994; Tyler 2006; Tyler & Blader 

2000, 2005; Greenwood, Suddaby and Hinings 2002; Suchman 1995; Weatherford 

1992; Gibson 2004). But the prison literature has combined the liquidity concept of 

change to legitimacy in a way that is novel and useful. Legitimacy too, it turns out 

can be fluid and ever-changing within changing systems. This will be important to us 

in Chapters 5 and 6 as we look at neighborhood myths, power, retail spaces, and 

gentrification issues. 

Liquid Retail 

Liquid retail, as theorized by Kurvenoaele, Bajde and Schwob (2016), is the 

“accelerated change in retail that is fundamentally tied to socio-cultural dynamics and 

tensions. They maintain that “prevalent studies of retail environments” have been 

shown as “stable places of shopping” and call for a more concerted look into the 

sociocultural forces shaping retail in society today. They further maintain that 

“systematic exploration of how socio-cultural forces drive change in retail and how 

change in retail shapes culture and society, remains scarce” and call for studies 

looking at transformations of retail by “aging population, economic and moral crises, 

redefinition of family and gender roles and developments in information and 

communication technology.” Using Bauman’s liquid modernity and the ontology of 

liquidity--and citing such works as Friend and Thompson 2003; Scholz 2011; 

Kervenoael et al. 2014; Hallsworth et al. 2010; Wrigley and Dolega 2011-- they bring 
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the dynamic nature of retail to the fore, as it interacts with changing institutions, 

changing structures of community, changing neo-materialist objects.  

Liquid Modernity, Liquid Consumption, and Consumption Lifelines  

Liquid consumption (Eckhardt and Bardhi 2015; Bardhi, Eckhardt and 

Arnould 2012) is defined as a consumption pattern that supports a liquid lifestyle. It is 

consumption where there is no attachment to possessions, no identification with 

ownership, and a connection with the “light” flexible uses of consumption, rather than 

the solid anchoring uses. This dissertation will argue that in liquid modernity, non-

liquid consumption is used by consumers who wish to anchor themselves in 

communities that are changing around them, to leave communities that are otherwise 

sticky, or to enter into new communities.  

There is a Winslow Homer painting called “The Lifeline.” The lifesaver is 

attempting to bring the woman to the shoreline undoubtedly, but as we look at the 

painting, it is obvious that the pulley system can be used to pull the lifesaver to the 

ship, the woman to the new safety of shore, or to hang in the middle as they are, 

precariously perched between three changing destinations. They are leaving an old 

place, staying in a place in the middle, and going to the new place in the same 

moment.  

This painting is a metaphor for a construct—consumption lifelines—revealed 

and analyzed in the three empirical studies that follow, and developed more 

thoroughly in the last chapter. Consumption lifelines are the consumption behaviors 

and practices that people use to join, navigate, and exit communities. Consumption 
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lifelines are co-created by consumers, firms, and institutions to resolve inherent 

tensions in liquid modernity, between liquid community, liquid retail, and liquid 

legitimacy. The continuously changing roles of firms, institutions and markets in 

consumers’ lives is a ubiquitous feature of current society. On the firm’s side, 

consumption lifelines explain important aspects of the creation, evolution, and death 

of markets and communities. On the consumer’s side, consumption lifelines 

illuminate behavior leading to and resulting from entry, membership, and exit from 

markets and communities. As per their relationship with assemblage theory, they 

appear to run along the Deleuzean-Guattarian “lines of flight,” They also seem to 

echo part of DeLanda’s description of the network of ties and components that hold 

the “dark matter” (2007) together in assemblage. Consumption lifelines are a system 

of lines of connection, movement, and change, within assemblages, used by 

consumers as they navigate lines of flight and changing network ties as components 

break apart and reform, as assemblages deterritorialize and reterritorialize, as 

consumers move to exit, stay in, or enter new communities. Consumption lifelines are 

used to consume to stay, consume to leave, and consume to enter assemblages in 

motion in liquid modernity. And they are revealed by the analysis that comes from 

using assemblage theory in concert with the constructs of liquidity.  
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CHAPTER 2: RESEARCH CONTEXT – WELCOME TO WATTS, CALIFORNIA 

 

This study was conducted in and about Watts, California. This chapter lays 

out some of the rich history and important features of Watts that make it an ideal 

setting in which to study consumption lifelines. More nuanced details of the context, 

important for each specific article, will be added in Chapters 5, 6, and 7. This chapter 

serves to orient the reader to the area under study over time.  

Why Watts? 

 

Watts is a fascinating area with a deep, rich history. It was chosen as a context 

because it is an extreme example of an understudied population (Arnould and Price 

2004) that has undergone and continues to undergo major change on many levels of 

analysis, each of which interacts with the others. By studying Watts, we can see the 

intersections of liquidity plainly. In Watts, change in each area can be plainly 

observed in the present ethnographically, and can be investigated historically with 

massive archival data due to multiple major events through the decades that have 

captured the attention of press and public alike. Watts is also similar to other areas in 

the United States that have similarly experienced urban conflict: cities like Detroit, 

New Orleans, and Baltimore. Likewise it is similar to other places in the world with 

liquid communities and changing demographics. Watts is a nexus of historic past and 

troubled present that can be examined closely and generalized to other areas of 

concern.  
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Location 

 

Watts is an area south of Los Angeles, approximately seven miles from city 

center. It is both iconic and infamous as a locale. The current area of Watts lies 

amidst cities with names that do not necessarily strike chords of resonance locally or 

internationally. To the east lies South Gate, to the south lie Willowbrook and 

Lynwood, and to the north lies Florence. South Gate and Lynwood are cities—

Willowbrook and Florence are unincorporated and fall under the city of Los Angeles 

rule. Watts’ boundaries can be contested to some extent, but the neighborhood is 

generally seen as the area bounded by 92nd Street on the north, Alameda Boulevard 

on the east, Imperial Highway on the south, and Central Avenue on the west. Buses 

and trains serve the area. The most important train line for the community and for this 

dissertation is the one that passes through Watts at the historic, redeveloped and 

renamed Kenneth Hahn station at 103rd Street, across from Martin Luther King 

shopping plaza, where the Blue line passes before it meets the Green line at Imperial 

and Wilmington (Rosa Parks) station.  

As a final note as to location markers, Watts’ zip codes are 90002 and 90059 

and its U.S. Census tracts are 2420, 2426, 2427, 2430, and 2431.These do not 

correspond to each other—each zip code has more census tracts from other 

neighborhoods, and each census tract overlaps in varying degrees with 90002 and 

90059. This makes calculating statistics a somewhat imprecise enterprise, if someone 
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were to use zip codes. Census tracts offer the most useful basis for analyzing Watts 

demographically within its generally accepted boundaries.  

Background and Demographics 

 

The 1965 Watts riots highlighted, for the nation and the world, the challenging 

life circumstances of the many people who lived in inner cities at the time. Watts 

provided a politically powerful reference point that revealed the impact of an 

inadequate economic and social infrastructure, seen through the reports of police 

brutality, racism, violence, and poverty that attended and followed the riots 

themselves. Many of the tensions present at the time of the 1965 riots have persisted. 

The 1992 South Los Angeles riots revealed many unhealed rifts.  

Perhaps because of the news coverage and pictures associated with the 1965 

riots, the image many people have of Watts is one of a predominantly African 

American population, which it was in 1965. However, Watts has undergone dramatic 

demographic shifts over the decades. In the 30’s the neighborhood was predominantly 

white. It became predominantly African American, over 90 percent. In the last three 

decades it has morphed again to being over 70 percent Hispanic.  
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Figure 2: Change in Racial Demographics in Watts 1940-2010 (graph by author) 

 

The phenomenon of “white flight” is well documented in academic literature, 

books, popular culture, and anecdotally. The phenomenon of black flight is similarly 

being explored (Moynihan 1965, Wilson, 1978, Murray, 1984, Wilson, 1987, Sides, 

2006, Patillo, 1999, Woldoff, 2011, Sampson, 2013, Sharkey, 2013). The experience 

of “original” residents who choose to stay in demographically changing 

neighborhoods as their peers, neighbors, relatives and friends move elsewhere (cf. 

Woldoff, 2006) remains relatively unexplored. This longitudinal ethnography, 

triangulated with historical research and network analysis, is an ethnographic re-visit 

to the iconic Los Angeles area of Watts with an eye to achieving both an in-depth 

understanding of these stayers’ experiences as they lose institutions, businesses, and 

cultural touch points, and to analyze the impact of stayers on their community.  
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Most of Watts’ prior white residents had already taken flight by the riots of 

1965, and by 2010, so had many black residents, replaced, as seen above, by Hispanic 

residents and immigrants. This has been described as a typical pattern of demographic 

movement in the urban inner city, as the poor of one race move up and out, only to be 

replaced by the even poorer members of another immigrant race (Halle, Beveridge, 

Telles and DuFault 2012).  

The African American residents left behind by black flight from Watts have 

lived through historical events and times in a neighborhood that has often been the 

subject of news headlines, television reports, and national magazine covers. One such 

resident is Camille, who came to Watts as a child when her parents moved here as 

part of the great migration out of Louisiana. Camille is in her 80s, still living in her 

parents’ house, in a well-kept neighborhood just a short walk from the scene of the 

worst parts of the Watts riots. Another resident is Patty, who recalls her mother 

fighting for Watts community events to bring the community back together after the 

riots. Patty is in her 50s and thinks about moving but stays because she thinks her 

mother would want her to continue the fight to keep other groups from appropriating 

the institutions her mother created. Another informant, Janice, grew up in Watts but 

moved to an upscale beach city. She is a community activist for Watts and has her 

offices here. Ted grew up in Watts but, like some other informants, lives just across 

the street from the border of Watts in the neighboring community of Willowbrook. 

John is a dermatologist now in San Diego, but he was a jazz musician in Watts at the 

time of the Watts riots. Lester was a neighborhood child who moved from the 
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neighborhood, but returned when his mother died to live in his family home because 

it “felt right.” Harrison is a long time Watts resident who now resides in a 

neighboring community but who still works on community projects in Watts. The 

stories of residents like these, the past and current news accounts of Watts, quotes 

from business owners, politicians, and blogs, will be analyzed in this dissertation.  

History of Watts  

 

The history of Watts includes major flash-point events and times that mark 

seismic “Big One” shifts in its social landscape and material landscape. In working 

toward a theory of consumption during change, it is more fruitful to look to the 

literature and constructs of fluidity and liquidity in order to capture the iterative and 

nonlinear aspects of change in a way that transition and passage theories cannot. That 

being said, the history of Watts will be laid out here in “eras” in a linear order, 

relatively chronologically. Due to the continuous movement of individuals, 

community, and retail, this is a misleading layout, however. Just as paradigms can co-

exist and there is movement between them back and forth, there is movement and 

overlap between the eras, with pieces of earlier ages still present today. However, the 

major formative eras and events of Watts are generally recognized to be in the 

following order: Mexican beginnings, white WW2, great immigration 1, great 

immigration 2, golden age of jazz, civil rights and race riots, black panthers, crips and 

bloods, economic riots, and gangsta rap.  
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Watts began as a small Mexican village. “Rancho La Tajuata” was a land 

grant area assigned in 1820 with Spanish-Mexican villagers. Cattle grazed. Farms 

with artesian wells were gradually subdivided. White Americans and the railroad 

eventually came to the La Tajuata area in a first wave of immigration. In 1907 Watts 

incorporated as a city named after its railroad station. The station is now a historic 

Watts landmark, near the Cultural Crescent and the Watts Towers art installation.  

Watts became predominantly black in the 1940s as a result of a second major 

wave of immigration. The Second Great Migration saw tens of thousands of blacks 

from Louisiana, Mississippi and Texas come to California and settle. They came from 

segregated states in hopes of a better life in California. During World War II, the city 

built several large housing projects (including Nickerson Gardens, Jordan Downs and 

Imperial Courts) for the thousands of new workers in war industries. The whites 

gradually moved from Watts during this time until the almost 100 percent African 

American population demographics were achieved in the 1960s.  

Meanwhile, the golden age of jazz in the 1930s and 40s was part and parcel 

with the racial diversity in Los Angeles. A large stream of Mexican immigrants 

joined the blacks in South Los Angeles. Servicemen streamed home from World War 

II. Jazz was the world in which all races could mix, although only in areas where 

Hispanic and black patrons and musicians were allowed. Although people speak 

frequently of the 1965 Watts riots of black residents against white law enforcement 

and businesses in the area, and the 1992 South Los Angeles riots, also against 

businesses in the area, far less mentioned and remembered are the Zoot Suit riots of 
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1943. These were classified as race riots, but perpetrated by whites on Hispanics. 

Zoot suits were symbolic garments worn by minority jazz aficionados. They were 

flashy, large (literally—shoulder pads and big pants), and worn to jazz clubs. As 

pbs.org put it, “Zoot suits defied segregation.” Zoot suits became associated with 

Hispanic youth and crime, and the white men who attacked those who wore them 

were applauded as heroic.  

Eleanor Roosevelt decried the racial violence, and for that Los Angeles 

newspapers implied a relationship between the first lady and communism. This race 

riot is commemorated in the Cherry-Popping Daddies song “Zoot Suit Riots” but 

otherwise is relatively unknown outside of historians and sociologists. 

Watts had a difficult history in the Civil Rights era. Two years after President 

Johnson signed the Civil Right Act, the area erupted in violence in the infamous 

Watts Riots of 1965. The riots were alternatively viewed as a protest against 

untenable conditions, or a random outburst of lawless violence. The former seems to 

be implicated by such things as Martin Luther King Jr. being booed by Watts 

residents when he came to speak there shortly after the riots. In their wake, the riots 

left a community broken and burned, and ripe for violence to continue. The Black 

Panther movement gained a foothold at that time and made its path through the 

community.  

Watts suffered further in the 1970′s as gangs gained strength and raised the 

level of violence in the neighborhood. Between 1989 and 2005, police reported more 
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than 500 homicides in Watts, most of them gang-related and tied to wars over control 

of the illegal but lucrative drug market in the area.  

From this cursory history Watts may be seen as an impoverished, violent 

community. What this study shows is that this history is incomplete and that Watts is 

also much more than an epicenter of poverty and violence. 

A Narrative of Violent Resistance to Subjugation and Domination 

 

What will be important to this dissertation is the theme of violence that runs 

through this chronological history. The symbols, the language, the events, and the 

people simultaneously celebrate and decry the violence inherent in each of these 

marker historical events.  

Watts has an apparently unwanted “place branding” of violence and shares the 

branding with other South Central communities such as Compton and with the name 

“South Central” itself. Developers have attempted to change this for other areas. In 

2015, the Los Angeles Times wrote about the practice of referring to South Central as 

“South Los Angeles.” Locals wondered, “Where is South Angeles? What is South 

Los Angeles?” 

 It turns out this was a concerted attempt to disassociate from the South 

Central branding. Soon, South Los Angeles became SOLA—a new term being 

popularized for developing and marketing this underserved and as-yet ungentrified 

area of Southern California. SOLA echoes acronyms for other urban areas that have 

gentrified: “SoHo” “NoHo” and “TriBeCa” in New York, for example. 



47 
 

Twelve years ago, residents on Los Angeles’ south side complained that their 

neighborhood had become synonymous in popular culture with gangs, 

murder, drugs and despair. The south side is about to see some major changes, 

first and foremost a rail line down Crenshaw Boulevard. And a similar $1-

billion complex called SoLA Village has been proposed on the edge of 

Historic South-Central. Many residents are cheering new shops and services, 

saying that for decades developers had little interest in the south side. But 

there is also fear that working-class residents could be priced out if South L.A. 

became the next trendy neighborhood. (LA Times, Angel Jennings, 2015) 

The South Central region’s historical epic is difficult to disassociate from, 

however. The area and the development narratives are replete with larger-than-life 

African American heroes, dystopian anti-heroes, villains, and literal neighborhood 

warfare. The narrative has grown into myth and has expanded past its borders—

indeed globally. The Watts retail landscape does not resemble the Watts and South 

Central from the past. Yet the narratives from the area’s past live on, despite 

demographic change. There is little presence in these narratives of current Hispanic 

residents. 

     The latest chapter of the urban narrative of South Los Angeles as widely held by 

outsiders is seen in the 2015 world-wide hit film “Straight Outta Compton” about the 

musicians from the first famous gangsta rap group, “Niggas With Attitude” (NWA). 

The title is borrowed from NWA’s classic gangsta rap song of raw and violent lyrics 

about life in LA. “Straight Outta Compton”—album and movie—ushered in and 

http://www.latimes.com/business/realestate/la-fi-property-report-20140605-story.html
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made popular the gangsta rap style, walk, and attitude now associated by many with 

Compton and the SOLA region. But even twenty-five years ago, these formerly 

almost-100 percent black enclaves were in the process of an intractable tide of 

demographic and cultural change. 

In economic measures, Watts is a region of poverty. In quality of life 

measures (e.g. poverty, education, opportunities, health care, violence) Watts remains 

in the bottom quartile not only of Los Angeles County but of California. Violence has 

remained a pervasive presence, from the riots, through the Black Panther era, through 

the gang time of the Crips and the Bloods and now including more random acts, in 

addition to an increased number of Hispanic gangs thrown into the conflict. Crime, 

from petty larceny to vehicle theft, has also remained high relative to other areas. 

Murder happens. In short, Watts is now, as it was then in 1965, a dangerous place to 

live. Not, perhaps, as dangerous as it was in 2005 when described as “the fear 

epicenter of Los Angeles”—which it was named following a large scale survey of 

Angelenos about the areas in their city (Matei and Ball-Rokeach 2005). Relative to 

other areas, Watts is not an easy place to create and sustain life and livelihood. 

However, it has improved dramatically in terms of crime statistics in contrast to other 

areas of Los Angeles. This news seems to be lagging behind he reality.  

The LA Times has a section called “The Homicide Report.” They recently 

investigated officer-involved shootings recently, due to the episodes across the 

country that have turned a new spotlight to this issue. They compared Downtown to 

Wattts and Bell Gardens—all communities of around 40,000 people. The article 
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illustrates Watts’ violent reputation better than a listing of statistics can, because of 

how it is written. The article deems Watts the “deadliest neighborhood”, and then that 

phrase is used two more times with experts quoted on aspects of the issue of officer-

involved shootings. Although the article is about a country-wide issue and how that 

looks in all of Los Angeles, the flow of the article seems to indicate that Watts is 

synonymous with “deadliest neighborhood.” (LA Times Homicide Report March 6, 

2015) 

Watts is violent, but in this article it’s only “the deadliest neighborhood” 

relative to downtown and Bell Gardens—the neighborhoods used for comparison. 

Compton, not mentioned, had 38 murders last year, and has less violent crime than 

only that of an unhappy 13% of the United States (compared to 41% for Watts). So, 

41% of communities in the United States are more violent than Watts. 

 “Notorious for violence” is another phrase used to describe Watts in the 

Homicide Report. It is implied its residents are often in deadly force situations. In 

short, in the LA Times Homicide Report, Watts is deemed the deadliest 

neighborhood, notorious for violence, a place where officers need advanced tactical 

skills to deal with a high number of deadly encounters. It ends on the note that people 

in “the deadliest neighborhood” may well be in a potentially deadly encounter, and its 

residents know how to de-escalate potentially deadly situations with bullets coming 

from either fellow citizens or the police.  
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Crime Rates and Home Prices 

 

According to the latest FBI crime statistics (drawn from Neighborhood Scout, 

FBI 2014, Department of Justice), one’s chances of becoming a victim of violent 

crime in 2014 were as follows: 

 In Compton 1 in 86  

 In Watts 1 in 119 

 Within the new borders of SOLA 1 in 196  

 In Los Angeles 1 in 201  

 In California 1 in 252  

Real estate appreciation (or depreciation) appears to follow crime statistics for 

this sample population, but median housing price does not: Both SOLA(at $347,000 

median home price) and Compton’s ($309,000) are higher than Watts ($240,000 in 

the central area, $270,000 in a representative neighborhood enclave, and $289,000 in 

the area where a new restaurant has come in and mixed using housing is replacing a 

housing project—more on this in Chapter 6). All prices and appreciations below are 

gathered from a subscription to a Neighborhood Scout account for customized reports 

(http://www.neighborhoodscoutreports.com/)  on April 14 2016:  

SOLA 

Latest median home price $347,000.  

Period Total Appreciation Average Annual Rate 

Since 1990 234.75% 4.85% 
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Last 10 Years 44.70% 3.76% 

Last 5 Years 52.34% 8.78% 

Last 12 Months 11.83% 11.83% 

Last Quarter 13% 56% 

 

Compton  

Latest median home price: $309,000 

Period Total Appreciation Average Annual Rate 

Since 1990 154.83% 3.74% 

Last 10 Years -2.95% -0.30% 

Last 5 Years 27.22% 4.93% 

Last 12 Months 6.81% 8.47% 

Last Quarter 2.87% 11.99% 

     

 

Watts (Census tract where Loco’l is located and the area adjacent to the approved 

Jordan Downs mixed use project renovation) 

Latest median home price $289,000 

Period Total Appreciation Average Annual Rate 

Since 1990 153.04% 3.71% 

Last 10 Years -12.71% -1.35% 

Last 5 Years 21.84% 4.03% 
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Last 12 Months 5.73% 5.733% 

Last Quarter 2.60% 10.82% 

    

Watts (A quiet neighborhood where a stayers informant lives) 

Latest median home price $279,000 

Period Total Appreciation Average Annual Rate 

Since 1990 145.65% 3.59% 

Last 10 Years -17.53% -1.91% 

Last 5 Years 19.64% 3.65% 

Last 12 Months 5.29% 7.063% 

Last Quarter 2.49% 10.35% 

 

Watts (The area of central Watts) 

Latest median home price $240,000 

Period Total Appreciation Average Annual Rate 

Since 1990 136.01% 3.42% 

Last 10 Years -22.78% -2.55% 

Last 5 Years 17.05% 3.20% 

Last 12 Months 4.77% 4.77% 

Last Quarter 2.36% 9.79% 

All prices and appreciations above are gathered from a subscription to a 

Neighborhood Scout account for customized reports 

(http://www.neighborhoodscoutreports.com/) on April 14 2016 
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In the description on the Neighborhood News real estate site, the Watts census 

tracts are rated extremely high—over 80%--on “hip and trendy.” And SOLA is 

trending as a “Popular Neighborhood” with the same neighborhood characteristics 

across most categories, with the exception of higher real estate prices and lower crime 

rates now.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS 

 

This work draws from a three year ethnographic study revisiting the iconic 

Los Angeles community of Watts. The research period spans before, during and after 

the 50th anniversary of the historically destructive 1965 Watts riots. The ethnographic 

data are triangulated with historical research, netnography, and formal depth 

interviews. The three articles in this dissertation include data and data analysis from 

personal and retail Census data, real estate databases, and GIS mapping databases. 

The data also include original business primary source documents from stakeholders’ 

personal collections and Los Angeles libraries, notes from redevelopment meetings, 

and publications released by the redevelopment department, the City of Los Angeles, 

the Metrolink, and various other stakeholders. It also includes archival newspaper 

article research, and social media such as blogs, comments to news articles online, 

and Yelp reviews. Since the research was initially based upon a hermeneutic 

grounded theory and discovery process with field notes evolving into memos 

(Burawoy 1998; Emerson, Fretz and Shaw 2011; Strauss and Corbin 1980; Thompson 

2009), theoretical analysis was ongoing throughout the work. 

Since the time of Malinowski, anthropology has used the observer to make 

analyses of groups of people or places that are not easily achieved by quantitative 

methods, surveys, depth interviews, or the like. The term “ethnography’ is used as if 

everyone is on the same page as to its methods, ontological and epistemological 

underpinnings, performance do’s and dont’s, and what constitutes “good” 

ethnography. However, ethnography has many flavors that do not divide just along 
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the lines of which field (anthropology, sociology, consumer culture theory, etc.) is 

using it to advance theory or achieve understanding. We can see, in our field, an 

interesting discussion about the use of ethnography and the various methods to 

achieve qualitative insight in Qualitative Research Methods (Belk, editor, 2007). 

Today, for example, there are differences among major schools of thought centered in 

University of Chicago, UCLA and UC Berkeley, and new ethnographers weigh in 

with thoughts and processes that both muddle and enrich the methodology and the 

field.  

Desmond (2016; 2014a; 2014b; 2012) has recently proposed a recognition, 

naming, and unpacking of a new version of ethnographic ontological stance: 

Relational Ethnography. Desmond’s claim is that levels of analysis, in ethnography, 

are rather impossible to tease out. We are not, for instance, looking at just people, and 

how they react in situations. We are looking, instead, at their relations with the lines 

in the web of the networks in which they are situated. Desmond’s theoretical and 

conceptual work on relational ethnography reveals that many of us have indeed been 

“doing” this type of ethnography for years, which is why it can be so frustrating to 

then write the ethnography from one level of analysis, or one “scale.” It can leave a 

bereft scholarship that not only misses part of the story, but that, in fact, obfuscates 

both insights and even research questions that can lead to those insights. 

Epistimologically and ontologically, relational ethnographies look to the interactions 

between micro, meta and macro levels of society in the ethnographic work being done 

in any one place. This seems obvious on the surface, but is in fact profound, not least 
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of which in the way in which this recognition of ethnographic work with a flattened 

ontology lends itself to insights when paired with an assemblage or neomaterialist 

theoretical lens where relationships at different levels of analysis are also seen as a 

continuous flow.  

For instance, at a cocktail party, each individual has their own political 

beliefs, their family group, their friendship and club memberships, their geographical 

location, and their occupation and socioeconomic status inside of them as part of their 

identity projects. On the other hand, the cocktail party may have grown from a 

tradition of one of those meta levels of group interaction. And all are situated in the 

larger socio-political and global world of the larger versions of the groups the 

members are individually involved. Those larger structures are made up of those 

individuals. Like a spider’s web, each move affects others.  

In a container analogy, people can be part of various containers: Black, white, 

rich, poor, male, female, Republican, Democrat, employed, unemployed, white collar 

worker, construction worker, Catholic, Buddhist, spiritual, atheist. Non-relational 

ethnographies have the potential flaw of reductionism and essentialism, of putting 

people into one or two boxes and analyzing from that vantage point, and from one 

angle and scale. But in reality people are members of many containers at once, and 

when in a larger container of, say, a traditional cocktail party, the people in 

attendance bring all of these larger and smaller containers with them, inside and 

outside of them. The cocktail party can be seen as a container as well, holding these 

people, and the larger structure of the sociopolitical world is a container that contains 
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the cocktail party and the people. But the people, again, are conthainers themselves 

that hold all these relations inside. Reducing an ethnography to one level of analysis 

can miss these relations, or be forced to write about them from only one vantage 

point. To be sure, work has been done that is relational ethnography, but just has not 

been called such. For instance, Weinberger and Wallendorf (2012) looked at the 

krewes and the people of New Orleans in the larger sociopolitical world of post-

Katrina reconstructivism, and tacked back and forth between relationships. However, 

more and more we are being forced to define our level of analysis, which forces us to 

focus on one level, and show how it, in turn, affects the others. The problem is, that 

when analyzing change, all change together. How can you write about the water 

molecules at the confluence of the Tigris and Euphrates without also writing about 

the silt, the bank, the people making their livelihoods there, the historic repetitive 

floods, the flora and fauna, and expect to see the larger and smaller picture as both 

change together? My argument is that you cannot.  

Outsider/Insider Self Reflection 

 

I started work on Watts as a student at UCLA for a book chapter (Halle, 

Beveridge, Telles and DuFault 2012) that has been used as background knowledge 

for this dissertation work. Concurrently, I worked as an organizational culture 

consultant for a business project in Watts. This work gave me entre to the Watts 

community, and my informants for this dissertation were a snowball sample that grew 



58 
 

from my prior work, along with others that came from personal contacts with whom I 

talked about businesses in Watts and the Watts Uprising.  

I benefited for this study from background knowledge due to growing up in 

Torrance, California—part of the South Bay area of Southern California—15 miles 

west of Watts. I had childhood friends who grew up in Compton, grandparents who 

lived in Inglewood, and a working knowledge of these and other South Central Los 

Angeles areas. I also have knowledge of the business redevelopment from working 

with a Watts business project from 2010-2012. Further, I have the ability to 

empathize with the “stayers” in Watts who are older because of our shared age and 

life situations, and attended church with informants of shared religious backgrounds. 

However, I am an outsider to Black, Hispanic, and Asian Watts demographic 

experiences. Although I have learned much in my five years of work in Watts (three 

at University of Arizona, two at UCLA), I have only scratched the surface of the 

residents’ life worlds, and will never know certain things the way insiders do. At the 

same time, this outsider status helped, in that I noticed things that my informants took 

for granted, and was able to ask the “stupid” questions of a newcomer that led to 

many parts of this study.  

An obvious reflexive point of being an outsider has to do with my race. I am, 

by 2012 US census definition, a non-Hispanic white. I thought, at first, that I was 

blending into the background as an ethnographer is often wont to do when doing 

naturalistic observation in a field site. This misapprehension was belied and the error 

of my thinking brought home to me when I walked into the neighborhood large 
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grocery store and was immediately singled out by a person in the store and was 

panhandled. No one else was approached in that manner inside the store the whole 

time I was there observing. I realized then how different I looked, and was very 

surprised. Therefore, my observations are skewed by informant and others’ reactions 

to my obvious outsider appearance. Watts remained steady at about 1% Caucasian 

demographic residents throughout the time of this ethnography. I never did blend, but 

I was able to reach a point where I was variously friends, happily greeted as an 

agreeable stranger, tolerated as an acceptable stranger by those who at first gave me 

odd, quizzical consideration, and/or simply ignored. The fact does remain, however, 

that I was an outsider.  

While the great majority of the time I was treated with courtesy and kindness 

in Watts, there were situations in which I felt unwelcome, and on a few occasions I 

was met with nonverbal hostility.  

 I have to acknowledge also an interesting emotional arc in my relationship to 

internal fear in Watts. Earlier studies have called Watts the “fear epicenter” of Los 

Angeles (2007), and at the beginning of my work I felt exactly that, intrinsically and 

pervasively when I was there. My field notes reveal this on the morning of my first 

foray into Watts (November 21, 2011, morning).  As ridiculous as I felt at many times 

when my “fear radar” was activated, then diffused, during innocent situations, Watts 

does indeed have a violent past and a violent present. Witnessed events such as 

passing a bus that had been shot with windshield shattered and riders tearfully exiting 

the bus—reported next day to be from gunshots aimed at one person by another 
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across Central Avenue.--the shooter missed and hit the bus instead--served to 

consciously and unconsciously confirm my a priori pre-knowledge of Watts as a 

violent, unstable place.  

However, my early globalized fear of the unknown, and subsequent continued 

fear and wariness of unfamiliar place meeting familiar negative expectations, gave 

way to a sense of the pleasant and familiar as I got to know my informants and felt 

comfortable and enjoyed the areas of the Watts community that I was observing. As 

time went on, I became inured to police presence, emergency vehicle responses in 

appearance and sound (sirens), and even full SWAT command centers alongside 

Nation of Islam security at events. The nicer areas my informants took me, or where 

we met, or the neighborhoods where they lived, were reminiscent of neighborhoods in 

areas by the beach where I grew up. They also felt safe and friendly when I was with 

my informants. My field notes over the years reveal this transition in my vision.  

The neighborhoods I visited to talk to the stayer informants in Chapter 6 did 

indeed feel pastoral, and as Chapter 6 talks about, it is in part due to the social 

efficacy created by neighbors who have stayed in the neighborhood long-term. 

However, my feeling of complete safety and friendliness of the community was as 

naïve as my earlier feeling of danger at every car slowing and stopping in the street. 

Eventually I learned to see both the danger of potential situations, and the comfort of 

community, coexisting in place and space. I became accustomed to that perceived 

duality in Watts. Consequently over the course of this ethnography I was increasingly 

aware of my surroundings, but at the same time felt largely comfortable. Only upon 
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creating distance from the community in order to write this dissertation did I realize 

that, when in Watts, I had been scanning relatively continuously for perceived threat. 

It was a background undercurrent in my mind that became unnoticeable as ambient 

noise, until I returned with my daughter to visit a few places after being gone for a 

time writing my dissertation. She asked why we were going around the block to get a 

different parking place at one point, and it took me a few beats to figure out it was 

because I had unconsciously registered that it was a tight one-way street with no 

egress available at the dead end, and there were unfamiliar men standing on two 

corners “staring us down.” The scanning behavior and evasive maneuvers to avoid 

“situations” had become natural. Various data from my informants indicated that this 

feeling of matter-of-fact situation scanning to avoid incident when living in Watts is 

not uncommon.  

I feel that this self-reflexivity is important to acknowledge, because this 

dissertation is in part asking why Watts has not gentrified or been a more successful 

place for business development. Part of the answer has to do with outsiders’ 

perceptions of Watts and their experiences there, and I, as an outsider, write emically 

and etically about them. 

 One instance when I stayed overnight in Watts, I noticed what I had not 

thought of to notice previously: the ritual “locking up” that went on by my informant 

at night. I watched the door and window and shutter locks and noted that it felt 

ritualistic and never-ending—shut, clang, lock turn, clang, shut, shut, shut, bang, lock 

turn—last followed by reaching for and using a long pole to reach a tall window lock 
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that isn’t reachable even when standing on the sofa. However, when I went to bed, 

even though my windows were on the outside streetside of the house, I felt safe and 

cozy in my beautiful antique four-poster bed with the hand-embroidered coverlet. 

Only now, looking back do I think, “hmmmm—that bedroom was on the street-side. 

The house from the outside looks impenetrable with its bars over the windows. I 

probably should have checked to see how to open the window bars from the inside in 

case I needed to.” I had never slept in a house with window bars before.  

There is a large body of literature on the virtue and validity of ethnography 

from an insider perspective Vs outsider. This issue has been particularly contentious 

in racial, feminist, immigrant, religious, medical and neocolonialist studies (Kusow 

2003; Naples 2003; Allen 2004; Brayboy and Dehle 2000). Some researchers feel that 

outsiders can see things that are ingrained, and the taken-for-granted cultural 

assumptions of insiders, and therefore have a different advantage that compensates in 

different insights—not better or worse than insider (Gallagher 2000; Fine and Hallett 

2014).  

In this current single-author work, I have attempted to achieve balance by 

member-checking with my informants and other people intimately familiar with the 

area and history. I have also spent five years immersed in not only the academic 

literature, but also the popular culture writings, blogs, radio spots, and TV coverage, 

in addition to just “hanging out” at various venues to observe silently without an 

informant soundtrack of explanation before going to the venue with an informant. 

Additionally, I look to the literature that argues that although ethnographers may be 
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outsiders in some ways (in my case race and neighborhood characteristics like 

window bars), they can simultaneously be insiders in others (in my case e.g. age, 

gender, religion, very familiar Southern Californian architecture) (Fine and Hallet 

2014). Both the subject and the researcher are complex human beings, and thus will 

always meet in some ways and diverge in others, no matter how alike or different 

they appear to be.  

Data Collection and Analysis 

 

In-depth interviews and in-situ conversations: In-depth interviews (2-6 hours) 

were recorded and transcribed verbatim and coded for major themes. One pool of key 

informants (n=7) have lived in Watts since before the 1965 uprising. Informants for 

this paper were limited to African American informants to delve deeply into the 

change they experienced as Hispanic culture became the majority demographic in the 

local real estate, retail, and social landscapes. Another pool of key informants (n=6) 

lived in and around Watts at the time of the 1965 uprising, but subsequently moved 

from the area.  

Due to the nature of this specific ethnographic naturalistic observation and 

participant observation, recording was not welcomed by those spoken with during 

100+ different short and mid-length field site in situ conversations (10- 60 minutes). 

These were people who either lived in Watts long-term, lived in Watts short-term, or 

worked in Watts. I was first trained ethnographically under Emerson and Fretz 

(Emerson et al. 2011) at UCLA and followed their tradition for this kind of data. 
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Field notes were scratched immediately after interaction on whatever paper I had 

available, then elaborated upon with memory as soon as possible before talking to any 

other person. Voice recording field notes were made, then all were turned into 

descriptive memos. Notes were added as each subsequent review of field notes 

triggered new memories of data. Voice recordings and reflections were transcribed 

and used to code and re-examine data. In-situ conversations were also done taking 

notes as the conversation progressed after asking permission.  

For depth interviews, a free-flow open-ended question and largely informant-

driven interview style was employed. As the research neared completion, a more 

pointed semi-structured interview was employed to ask about practices, shopping, and 

other questions that arose in response to existing and new data. Auto-driving was 

used with the informants’ own pictures, clipping, and artifacts. 

Pictorial Record Analysis: Over 1000 photographs have been taken and 

coded. They have been used concurrently with the analysis by inserting them into 

field notes at the time the field notes are describing the scene/event/person. The 

photographic analysis and interpretation on many occasions resulted in a return to the 

field site to look more closely at something that had been missed, such as the artistic 

nature of the graffiti on the steps to the train platform. (Upon return for this year’s 

jazz festival, the steps were painted plain black, removing all colorful graffiti.) 

Pictures were also taken of informant clippings and pictures. Pictures were used in 

depth interviews with informants for their reactions. In this study we have taken 

photographic data from archives longitudinally from 1965 to today to analyze the 



65 
 

change of narrative that is apparent in everyday life in Watts, but invisible to many on 

the “outside.” In order to illuminate retailscapes as contested borders in a battle for 

cultural dominance, we have reversed figure and ground in iconic photographs. That 

is, in the cases where photos are taken by news photographers or entertainment 

photographers, with a specific narrative to tell, and human subjects as a center, we 

have analyzed the retailscapes in the backgrounds instead.  

In one AP file photo of a national guardsman as focus, with rifle parallel 

echoing the smoke at left of the picture, the composition works to bring eyes up and 

out of picture. When the national guardsman is cropped out via Photoshop, the photo 

reveals a different focal point—the upper dismembered torso of a “naked” white 

mannequin, discarded like garbage at the curb by a gutter filled with water, amidst 

ruins of business. This led me to look at other photos of the riot s and aftermath and 

the subsequent finding of a visual theme of destroyed and discarded mannequins. 

In other cases, photos were taken by the author, as is, and coded for symbols, 

historical contrasts, juxtapositions, cultural meaning, and other primary, secondary 

and tertiary themes. For example, themes that emerged from analyzing author-taken 

current photographs were “unity vs. separation” and “reverse acculturation.” 

Field site areas: In Watts sites included neighborhoods, homes, open houses, 

shopping center, stores (grocery, goods, bodegas, tobacco shops, check cashing 

businesses), visits, shopping trips, cultural centers, cultural center tours, churches, 

senior center, dump sites, train stations, local libraries, restaurants, historical 

landmarks, and sites of former historical events. Outside of Watts sites included 
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outshopping locations and restaurants frequented by current Watts residents, renewal 

project and funding meetings, churches, and local government offices.  

Historical data: The South Los Angeles Library has been visited multiple 

times. This library of archived holdings has been used to obtain pictures of clippings 

of articles on Watts from the early 20’s through the 90s, to listen to oral histories, to 

look at yearbooks and Black business advertising books, and the like. Many of these 

holdings are not available online. Pictures and notes were taken and add to the data 

set. Mapping and census data has been collected in a formal quantitative study for the 

2010 census, to triangulate with pictures and clippings for location. Retail census data 

has been collected for change over time. Archive photos are compared with current 

photos to see change over time as well.  

Sample Frame 

Ethnography   

In-situ interviews and 

observations 

Stayers, jazz festival goers, 

former residents, priests, business 

owners, directors of events, 

redevelopment agents, potential 

investors 

Observation, discussions detailed 

in field notes. Primary source 

materials read for background 

Historical data Business history, retail census, 

oral histories, jazz histories 

Observation, discussions, field 

notes, photos 
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Depth interviews Stayers, former residents 

 

Open answer questions with 

interviews from 2-6 hours and 

repeated visits 

Netnography Forum and blog posts and replies Netnography via posts and thread 

analysis  

Forum and blog posts Residents, former residents, 

businesses 

Comments entered into database 

 

Table 1: Sample Frame Data Sumary 

Data Analysis 

 

Data was analyzed in an hermeneutic fashion (Fischer and Otnes 1998) that is: 

data was collected, initially coded for emergent themes, then theorized. Further data 

was then collected, added to the original data, re-coded, then examined for new or 

additional themes, or for contradictions to existing themes. I then reanalyzed the data 

under Sallaz (forthcoming) abduction which melded nicely with the hermeneutic 

process I had done. Surprising findings in the field changed my themes.  

The data were first manually read and initially coded. As stated above, I 

utilized Emerson and Fretz’s widely accepted ethnographic techniques of scratched 

field notes, to elaborated field notes, to memos, to themes, all the while revisiting the 

earlier data after more time in the field to elaborate with new data and new 

understandings of originally processed notes. Field notes, interviews, primary source 
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documents and photos were entered into NVivo for broad coding and then specific 

theme development. Member checking was performed by letting informants read 

versions of the narratives they had given, and copies of articles in progress. Their 

input was incorporated into the analysis.  

Relational Ethnography and Assemblages 

 

Assemblage theory, as put forth by Deleuze, Guattari, DeLanda, and other 

neo-materialist thinkers, bears resemblance to Actor-Network Theory as postulated 

by Latour (2005). The important theoretical conceit under this umbrella is the 

flattened ontology, which insists on no a priori privileging of one level of analysis 

over another. It stems from the recognition that (1) everything in a particular 

assemblage acts upon everything else, (2) the non-human components of an 

assemblage exert agency as well as the human subjects, and (3) while power relations 

and hierarchies exist, their nature must be determined empirically. At the risk of 

mixing too many metaphors, DeLanda (2011) describes an assemblage with the 

example of the Nomad Mongol Warrior—the man, the horse, the armor. All are 

necessary to the Nomad Mongol Warrior assemblage in battle. All act upon each 

other, and the unit as a whole acts upon other forces. The horse, the armor, the 

topography, the Mongol himself are all part of an assemblage. In the heat of battle, as 

things change rapidly, it can be profitable to look at the battle from the view of the 

horse, or the view of the armor, or the view of the mongol, or the view of the land. 

But it can also be profitable to look at the assemblage as a whole. This ontology and 
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epistemology—looking at the assemblage as a whole as each piece acts and is acted 

upon by other agents—theoretically and methodologically—allows us to see change 

in a different way than when we are married to levels of analysis in a static manner. 

The questions change when looking at an entire assemblage. The way we investigate 

these questions changes also.  

Relational ethnography as a method answers questions that arise when looking 

at an assemblage where all parts are acting on all other parts and we are trying to “rise 

above” levels of analysis with a flattened ontology. Assemblage theory, as DeLanda 

notes, is always “part to whole”—the relationships of the parts to the whole. 

Relational ethnography as described and practiced by Desmond gives the ontological 

kick to ethnography to get outside the level-of-analysis box and look at entire 

assemblages in which our informants, their practices, and their materiality are 

situated. It enables us to look at the part to whole relationships and the connections 

that exist, or do not exist.  
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PREVIEW: CHAPTERS 4 – 6  

 

The next three chapters form the findings of the dissertation and are organized 

so as to facilitate their conversion to separate articles for journal publication. Chapter 

4 investigates the myths and boundaries of a changing community, and the tensions 

that exist as authenticity is up for grabs—the intersection of liquid community, liquid 

retail, liquid consumption, and fluid identity with liquid legitimacy. Chapter 5 looks 

at changing retailscapes and servicescapes and the importance of third places in this 

process to make members of the community feel welcome—liquid retail. Chapter 6 

shows a changing neighborhood through the perception of longtime residents who 

have experienced drastic and cataclysmic neighborhood transformations. African 

American residents that have stayed appear to consume the experiences and historic 

totems meaningful to them, in order to retain historical connection with a mythical 

past. This is observed both for those consumers who stay in community through the 

neighborhood transformation, and for those who move away and then re-visit. 

Consumption here builds the bridge and provides the lifeline to historical and 

personal touch points—fluid identity intersecting with liquid retail, liquid 

consumption, and liquid community.  

This dissertation forwards research by theorizing the confluence of liquid 

modernity, fluid consumer identity, liquid retail, and liquid communities. These 

constructs of change characterize much of our society now. This dissertation fills a 

gap and demonstrates the intersection of the liquidities of community, retailing, 
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legitimacy, and consumer identity that seems to be more in line with what we see 

existing in society—a recursive expansion and contraction, with a changing mix of 

structure and actors, much like the waves on a beach as mentioned before. The 

apparent tension between fluid identity, liquid community, liquid legitimacy and 

liquid retail has not been examined in depth. Yet amorphous groupings that change 

continuously as consumers themselves also change must be examined to uncover the 

consequences of the interplay. This holds intriguing insights for studying consumers 

and consumption, and for re-examining changing retailscapes and servicescapes.  

This dissertation forwards our understanding of the tensions and the strategies 

for tension resolution that consumers use as they navigate a changing life world. It 

finds that when fluid identity meets liquid community, there are tension 

misalignments if one is changing faster, slower, or differently than the other. These 

tensions are resolved by consumption, which results in changing retailscapes as 

consumers act upon the retailscapes and the retailscapes in turn act upon the 

consumers. Legitimacy in the community is consequently “up for grabs.”  

Again, the intersections of these constructs have been undertheorized in the 

marketing literature. Understanding how the constructs of fluid identity, liquid 

community, liquid legitimacy and liquid retail work together upon each other—

bringing insight to narratives, outcomes, and practices as people and their 

communities “become” together—adds useful insight for marketers, managers, 

consumer behaviorists, city planners, and urban developers.  
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The three empirical articles that follow show the creation of consumption 

lifelines during liquid modernity in one liquid community in three different ways. 

Chapter 4 shows consumption lifelines created to stake and claim power when liquid 

legitimacy threatens ownership of an ambiguous community mythology. Chapter 5 

shows consumption lifelines created by relationships between liquid retail and liquid 

community. Chapter 6 shows consumption lifelines created by long-time residents in 

order to stay in their liquid community.  
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CHAPTER 4: MYTHS IN A CHANGING COMMUNITY:  

AMBIGUITY, OWNERSHIP, AND POWER  

 

This chapter shows how the ambiguity and “open text” of the narratives of 

Watts have grown into myth. It shows the power dynamic between myth ownership, 

cultural production, and legitimacy of membership in the community. It also shows 

how the ambiguity of the neighborhood myths allows others to insert themselves into 

the community narrative. 

Watts is recognized locally, nationally, if not globally, for a history of 

extremes. It has been a destination for American and Mexican/Central American mass 

migrations, a place of cutting-edge music, the scene of notorious riots and gang 

violence, the birthplace of distinct styles of art, and a backdrop for movies of 

quintessential Los Angeles. Artists, athletes and musicians have come from Watts, 

and return to visit and showcase events that highlight the positive. Violence and 

poverty work in concert to continue to showcase the negative in media reporting. 

The overlapping yet distinct historical eras and events have all left their mark 

upon the community. In the 1930s to the 40s Watts was known for being the “Harlem 

of the West Coast” with a distinctive jazz style and hot jazz musical scene. From the 

20s to the 50s, an Italian immigrant built a stunning installation of public art that has 

subsequently been named a California State Historic Park, put on the U.S. National 

Register of Historic Places, and made a U.S. National Historic Landmark and a Los 

Angeles Historic-Cultural Monument. and that people visit from around the world. 

Watts also has a long history of extreme violence that includes a notorious and deadly 
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urban riot and the rise of the Crips and Blood gangs. It is also regularly featured in the 

Los Angeles Times “Homicide Report.” It will be argued in this chapter that these 

narratives have become associated with material aspects of the neighborhood, that 

those materialities have taken on multi-layered meanings, and those materialities and 

meanings have combined in unique ways to develop into neighborhood myths. These 

myths both extend beyond Watts’ borders and shape it from within. There is 

contention for the legitimate “ownership” of the Watts myths, for being a legitimate 

part of the mythical Watts community and, perhaps, for profiting from that 

membership. 

So many research questions extend from the question, “Whose Watts is it, 

anyway?” Who has a legitimate claim to the community’s mythical history? How do 

they assert that claim? How do those who want to enter a storied place with a 

mythical narrative find their way in? How do those who want to stay in their land of 

heritage retain their claims to legitimate “ownership” of the mythical narratives and 

associated totems as place changes? And how does this happen in an understudied set 

of minority consumers in an impoverished inner city? A follow up, more complete, 

and slightly more elegant research question might be, “Who will chart the trajectory 

of this underserved community’s myths and sacred spaces when the people who are 

associated with their current meanings are not there to fight for their cultural 

understandings?”  

Ambiguious, Amorphous Myths and the Assemblage of Liquid Community 
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The ambiguous, changing character of myth has been used to answer 

consumer research questions about culturally held stories such as Santa Claus (Belk 

1987); fantasy historical recreations (Belk and Costa 1998); nostalgia (Schau 2003); 

religiosity toward products and brands (Schau and Muniz Newton; Holt 2002); the 

Titanic’s enduring popularity (Brown, McDonaugh and Schultz 2013); consumer 

identity and ideology (Luedicke, Thompson and Giesler 2010); the place branding of 

Dublin (Brown, McDonaugh and Schultz 2013); finding the perfect wedding dress 

(Dobscha and Foxman 2012); and the Finnish dairy system (Tillotsen and Martin 

2015). Other works among many include Belk, Wallendorf and Sherry (1989), 

Velliquette, Murray and Creyer (1998), Holt (2004), and Arsel and Thompson (2011). 

Finally, insightful work has been done analyzing myth, its variants, and its 

application to consumer culture literature as meta-analyses of both history and 

ontologies (Levy 1981, 2015; Tillotsen and Martin 2014).  

It is the work on the enduring myth of the Titanic that I use as our stepping-off 

point for this article’s theoretical framework. Brown, McDonaugh, and Schultz 

(2014) used Empson’s (1930) concepts, and they recurred to the literary critique 

methods of Barbara Stern (1990) and the mythical analysis of consumer behavior by 

Sidney Levy (1985), to analyze four aspects of ambiguity as they related to the myth 

of the Titanic. The authors saw ambiguity as the reason for the enduring myth in the 

imagination and hearts of the public and called for more work in different contexts 

using ambiguity as the lens. We will use the concept of the ambiguity of totems and 

meanings in Watts as one way to analyze its community myths.  
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Ambiguity and the Lasting Power of Certain Myths 

Ambiguity allows layered meanings that are important to individuals and to 

communities to flow into the cracks of a myth, find a place to stay, and “stick” in 

collective community consciousness. If myths are somewhat ambiguous, they hold 

more mystery and intrigue, and they also make more room for someone to enter into 

the story. What is meant by ambiguity? I agree with the “fun fact,” below, that 

ambiguous has two different meanings at the same time, which makes the word itself 

ambiguous. Therefore, I mean both definitions from Oxford English Dictionary: 

Fun fact: the word ‘ambiguous’, at least according to the 

Oxford English Dictionary, is ambiguous between two main types of 

meaning: uncertainty or dubiousness on the one hand and a sign 

bearing multiple meanings on the other. I mention this merely to 

disambiguate what this entry is about, which concerns a word or 

phrase enjoying multiple meanings. (Stanford Encyclopaedia 2016) 

The way I will use the concept of ambiguity in this chapter is to analyze each 

of five cultural myths of Watts using the four areas Brown et al. lay out as necessary 

for ambiguity in a myth. The concept relates to both definitions of ambiguity. 

Empson saw the metaphor as ambiguous, since two things were talked of as the same 

when they are, in some cases, wildly different. Sometimes two meanings merge and 

only one remains, or in a context, multiple things can be meant by the same phrase. 

Confusion can arise that leads to ambiguity when the story is unclear, or things 
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remain unsaid. The contradiction and confusion in the meaning of the word ambiguity 

itself works as an example of the difficulty of parsing out the meanings of the words 

and gestalt in the analysis of myth.  

Confusion, Contradiction, Cumulation, and Context 

Four constructs create the ambiguity in a myth that seems to make it endure 

generation through generation. (1) Confusion occurs when a lack of clarity in 

understandings allows things to be mixed up and misinterpreted. (2) Contradiction 

occurs when there are two or more definitions or explanations of events that oppose 

each other. (3) Cumulation is the effect of meanings being layered upon a myth over 

time by various individuals or groups of peoples. (4) Context is  where the myth is 

set—it must be a site that creates intrigue and imagination.  

These constructs relate to each other in ambiguous myths. Confusion and 

contradiction work in concert to create an uncertain story-telling of an event. The 

cumulation of retelling of the story in similar forms is what makes the story grow into 

mythical proportions. There is a continuous flow of ambiguity as each rises, but, 

paradoxically, eventually the myth achieves what feels like a permanent status that is 

embedded within the context, as the context is embedded within the myth.  

In this chapter I will show that there is, in the myths and totems of Watts, both 

uncertainty and dubiousness about them, as well as multiple meanings attached to 

them. Also, I will show that the constructs of ambiguity used in analyzing the Titanic 

myth—confusion, contradiction and cumulation—lead to this ambiguity.  
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METHODS 

The data here are drawn from the methods outlined in Chapter 3—

ethnography, interviews, archival examination, and photographs. The analysis, 

however, in this chapter is done in line with Brown et al. (2013). Those authors 

analyzed the myth of the Titanic by breaking down the construct of ambiguity into 

four areas using literary analysis of Titanic records. Here, as we used the hermeneutic 

method of analysis and tacked back and forth between the field and data, and 

continued to find myriad contradictions at almost every point throughout this 

ethnography, we let this surprise us into a different method of analysis. The 

paradoxes and contradictions of the data in Watts led us to look for a framework that 

could examine this ambiguity.  

It may seem odd to apply literary analysis to an ethnography. However, 

Brown et al. have shown it works in historical consumer culture analysis, following in 

the path of Stern (1990). Literary criticism works here in our analysis because much 

of the data is in newspaper articles throughout the history of Watts from the early 

1900s through today, and the data also come from oral histories and depth interviews 

that can be analyzed for the constructs of confusion and contradiction such as Brown 

and colleagues found in relation to the myth of the Titanic.  

FINDINGS       

       Around the world, the demographic imagined for Watts and South Central 

Los Angeles, seems oddly to remain predominantly African American, even though 
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Watts is currently 71% Hispanic and less than a quarter African American. Indeed, 

that is how we envisioned our field site when we began our ethnography. As we shall 

see, however, Watts’ demographic, ethnic and cultural evolution—from Hispanic to 

white Anglo to African American and back to Hispanic—has led to the confusion, 

contradiction, and cumulation of layers upon layers of meaning and materiality in this 

specific context that have allowed totems and myths to emerge and endure. With each 

new wave, residents layer their meanings upon the old and new material of the 

community. In the findings that follow we will see emic descriptions of the myths of 

Watts as the community experiences, repeats, reinforces, and relates them to 

themselves and outsiders. 

Ambiguity Confirmed 

Confusion, Contradiction, Cumulation, and Context. These are the concepts 

from Empson (1930) that Brown et al. related to the Titanic myth. They concluded 

these “four C’s” were what gave the Titanic myths their ambiguity and consequently 

their enduring staying power in collective consciousness. You can see the 4 C’s in the 

stories and histories of Watts. For instance, about the Watts Towers, Schrank says, 

“years of reinterpretation and misunderstandings have rendered the towers’ meanings 

elusive, infinitely different, and deeply personal to those engaged with them (Schrank 

2011). The Watts Towers of which she speaks are today a sacred totem to the black 

community, containing the history of the black struggle in Watts and in America. But 

in the past and present the towers have also been seen and written about as a 



80 
 

testimony to the perseverance of man, the struggle of the immigrant, and the longing 

for a home country far away.  

American capitalism has been directly responsible for another myth: the 

album and movie “Straight outta Compton.” As a neighboring community to Watts, 

Compton shares many of its myths. Although the gangsters and violence depicted 

graphically in song and film seem the height of unambiguousness, actually the media 

perpetuate a myth with many inaccuracies and a large amount of ambiguity that 

become evident when one visits South Central and Watts. The details have been bent 

like the rebar making up the Watts Towers. Just as the artist bent his metal to create a 

work of art, “Straight outta Compton” has bent facts, albeit artistically, in a way that 

has left openings for new interpretations.  

For the myths we analyze in this article, there are many stories of Watts, many 

narratives, and many histories. The material, the institutions, the neighborhood, and 

its events that have remained since earlier days are remembered in different ways by 

different informants and different newspaper accounts. The only thing definitive 

about the Watts’ history at times seems to be its fluidity. Attempting to pin down the 

“real story” of the “actual events” or exact numbers is difficult because stories have 

become oral traditions which have grown to mythic status and are repeated in sources 

one would expect to be accurate. There are examples of phrases repeated in news 

stories for days, months, years or decades that turn out to have been based on 

evidently false assumptions. Numbers of businesses, numbers of residents, a 

quantitative account of many things, is difficult because of the number of illegal 
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immigrants and the extent of the underground economy. However, looking at Watts 

relationally—at the Watts residents, the Watts neighborhood, and the Watts 

restailscapes and servicescapes—to see how spaces have been rebuilt and contested, 

reveals a story of the fight for power and legitimacy in the community. This story can 

be seen reflected in the work to control ownership of the myths and totems that have 

evolved in the community. 

The Myths of Watts: Emic to Etic 

This section deals with the major myths that resound within Watts and echo 

out to surrounding local, national, and global audiences. Notice, this is not myths as 

in “untruthful” or “story telling” or “lies.” This is myth as in the telling of feats of 

heroic quests and conquests, in the telling of the stories and oral traditions that make 

up the identity of a community, in the telling of stories that may vary in particulars 

yet remain the same in their gestalt.  

The reader will notice that these myths predominantly reflect the history of 

Watts from the black perspective, with other cultures woven in at certain places 

around the black tradition. This is because the myths that are emerging and performed 

in Watts right now are largely the black Watts myths. As stated in the context, many 

people are surprised to find that Watts is over 70 percent Hispanic and less than one 

quarter African or Carribean black American. The black community in Watts leads 

much of the discourse over the Watts landmarks. Consequently, the myths are told as 

they are being told now, and these are the stories that extend to the larger areas 
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beyond its borders. This chapter about the myths of Watts is told from this point of 

view. 

This findings section is divided up into five predominant current Watts myths. 

Each myth is given a context, that is, thick description to allow the reader to assess 

the mythical assemblage as a combination of materiality and meaning. Each myth is 

also analyzed for its ambiguity in terms of confusion, contradiction, and cumulation . 

It will be shown these myths have mixtures and meanings that result in ambiguity that 

contributes to their enduring power and memory. This ambiguity also allows the 

insertion of new stories and changed meanings, further adding to the cumulation of 

layers of meaning onto the materiality of each. 

 The myths we examine are The Watts Uprising, The Watts Towers, The 

Golden Age of Jazz, The War of the Crips and the Bloods, and The Watts Coffee 

House. The findings section is an emic description of the myths as the community 

experiences, repeats, reinforces, and relates them to themselves and outsiders. In the 

discussion session I theorize the etic meaning and how the assemblage of myths 

impacts the assemblage and replication of Watts itself.  

The Watts Uprising 

The first and foremost myth of Watts that is told and retold is that of the 1965 

riot. The history of Watts that has been covered in extensive depth—more so than that 

of the jazz clubs—is that of the Watts riots (also called the Watts Uprising or Watts 

Rebellion). On August 11, 1965, Marquette Frye, his brother Ronald and his mother 

were arrested, and the ensuing six days of protests, rioting, and conflagrations in 
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Watts led to 34 deaths and over 40 million dollars in property damage as many 

businesses on Central Avenue were destroyed. In spite of the rushed McCone Report 

(1966) that argued for a random outburst of inexplicable violence in the burnt-out 

businesses that were chosen for destruction, subsequent reports (Blauner 1966; Office 

of Civil Defense 1969) claim that some businesses were targeted disproportionately: 

The various fires ignited were not randomly set. No residences 

were deliberately burned. Evidence seems to indicate that certain types 

of business occupancies were much more apt to be burned than others. 

For example, there were 42 food or supermarkets, 32 liquor stores, 25 

furniture stores and 23 clothing stores burned and/or looted. This total 

accounts for approximately 40 percent of all the occupancies damaged, 

burned and/or looted. Conversely, certain other types of business 

establishments such as gasoline service stations and automobile 

dealers were left practically untouched. Likewise, industrial complexes 

covering acres of ground were undisturbed. (Office of Civil Defense 

1969). 

 

Overwhelmingly our informants use the terms “The Watts Rebellion” and 

“The Uprising” when speaking about this time. An informant is asked why this is, and 

reveals that the narrative trope of the genteel times of Watts past is not the whole 

story: 
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Well, it’s more sensitive. The 1965 event WAS an uprising. A 

rebellion. It was against police brutality and a systemized way of 

treating Blacks here. It was awful, they didn’t even look at us, talk to 

us, they shot you for no reason. We didn’t care about the whites 

owning businesses. The rioters were rebelling against the police. The 

1992 riots—now those were riots. I call those a “commerce riot.” The 

Korean shop owners, they didn’t look Black people in the eye, didn’t 

touch them when they gave them change. It’s a cultural thing, they 

didn’t know. But that’s why those shops were burned up first. It was a 

commerce riot. The Rebellion was different. It was a fight against the 

police. 

The 1965 Watts Uprising occurred in a time that was boiling over with urban 

tensions. Talking to our African American informants who lived in Watts at the time 

of the 1965 Rebellion brings up many emotions for them. However, our stayers in 

their interviews distanced their Watts community and neighborhoods from the riots 

and violence. A typical comment is that Watts itself was not where the violence 

started:  

And, you know, the thing is, Watts was not the riot site—the riot 

didn’t start in Watts. It started on Main. Main and 120th is where the 

riots started. (Is that Compton? The interviewer asks) Los Angeles. It’s 

not Watts. 
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As with all of the Watts myths here, portions of the words of the informants 

are echoed in the depth interviews, which are echoed in newspaper articles, news 

stories, and magazine pieces. Some of these “facts” that are repeated in multiple 

media and in person are, apparently, incorrect when compared with the historical 

record. At first this was concerning to me because it felt that I could not get to the 

truth. But then I retheorized with a mythology framework and realized that this was 

evidence that the narratives of Watts are mythical in their telling and retelling. Not 

that they are not true. I am saying that they have taken on mythic proportion, with an 

underlying structure and some slight twists. Also that they are taken as true by 

community members and outsiders listening to them.  

It is difficult to find a story of the 1965 Watts Uprising that does not mention 

that the inciting incident, the arrest of a young black man, occurred slightly southwest 

of Watts, not in Watts itself. That the riots did not start in Watts is an important part 

of this historic retelling. However, on the third day after the unrest spilled into Watts, 

103rd Street at Central was burned to rubble. The overhead picture of the main street 

of stores burning became the defining picture of the riots. It was christened “Charcoal 

Alley” at the time and visitors are still reminded that “this is Charcoal Alley” when 

you drive past 103rd and Central. 

Although the informants distance their Watts community from the genesis of 

the Watts Rebellion, their families and they were markedly impacted by the riots 

during and after, and the details of the riots are given freely—alternatively gravely, 

and with pride. They mention the deaths of family members and people they knew, 
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memories of tanks driving down their streets, hiding in their houses laying low 

avoiding bullets. Janice recalls some of her family’s involvement:  

We had a cousin—my first cousin was killed. He was on his way from work, 

and they assumed he was white because they couldn’t tell the difference. And 

they shot him in his truck. He was—he was stopped at a red light, and they ran 

up to him and shot him. 

Asked if she was scared during the riots, Janice says:  

For me, I was a kid growing up going to school, so I didn’t know what 

was going on until it was just exploding like that. But yeah, it was very 

scary—I can remember my dad getting up on top of the roof trying to 

keep the roof wet down so the house wouldn’t catch on fire. The 

grocery store on fire. It was huge. And then, me, they couldn’t tell if I 

was black, white, purple, they couldn’t tell, so I couldn’t go to school 

at all, because, you know, people were just mad. 

The Watts riots occurred in part because of the unfairness and conditions 

faced by black Americans in Los Angeles—subpar housing, redlining real estate, lack 

of jobs, police brutality, and few shopping options. But the riots left the Watts 

residents with even fewer shopping, retail and grocery outlets, since they had burned. 

Part of the myth of the riots is that this is the time “the businesses burned and they 

never came back.”  

This last year was the 50th anniversary of the Watts Uprising. There were 

celebrations, plays, church block parties, and even tours with stops at infamous riot 
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locations such as Charcoal Alley. The news media descended upon the community 

and interviewed people who had lived in Watts at the time of the Rebellion. The tales 

told reverberated with echoes of the past, and the tales have taken on lives of their 

own. One such tale is the historically untrue story that the LA Times sent a black 

reporter to the Watts area to cover the riots because the white reporters were too 

scared to go. This was published and told again in a number of places at the time of 

the 50th anniversary. The LA Daily Mirror wrote a story from a man who was there at 

the time (Harisch 2015): 

Another Good Story Ruined: The L.A. Times and the Watts Riots  

As next week’s anniversary of the Watts Riots draws near, I am once 

again hearing the old urban myth that the Los Angeles Times was 

afraid of sending white reporters to cover the unrest so it drafted Bob 

Richardson, an African American from the advertising department. 

Executive Summary: Totally False. 

Here is an account by Charles Hillinger debunking the story, which 

had been revived by Bob Baker, both of whom have gone to the city 

room in the sky. 

Hillinger said: I tried to send along additional info about the Bob 

Baker (former Times editor) Watts riots reference that L.A. Times 

white staffers were too scared to go into riot zone and Bob Richardson 
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came to the rescue, etc. But my stupid internet and Email hasn’t been 

working for several days. I must get a new computer. 

Anyway the morning after the riot erupted I was sent to where it all 

started. Accompanying my story was a photo showing me interviewing 

a group of Black residents who were witness to the start of the riot. 

Like [Eric] Malnic I worked the riot from then until it finally ended. 

The Times didn’t seek out Richardson to have a Black go into the area. 

Richardson, a messenger for the ad dept. came into the city room late 

on the second night right from the scene where all hell had broken out 

to tell us he was caught in the middle of the riot. 

The desk had Richardson talk to me and I wrote a story based on his 

eyewitness account. It was decided to make my story a first person 

piece with Richardson’s byline. That was the first time anything from 

him appeared in the paper. It had nothing to do with white reporters 

not covering the story. 

 (Harnisch, The LA Daily Mirror August 24, 2015) 

The former component of the myth of the 1965 Uprising—that no white 

reporter would go to Watts, so consequently the first story from a black reporter was 

written about them—has now been debunked and is called “urban legend.” 

Another part of the myth of the Uprising is the feeling of informants that not 

only did the Uprising not start in Watts, but that they were not carried out by the 
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people of Watts. In fact, some informants to whom I spoke felt that the riots were 

planned for profit from insurance money, not for protest: 

J: I was telling her how—you remember how I told you about the lady 

in Manhattan Beach that I’d spoken to? About how the insurance 

company had called 2 days before? And how many people have you 

talked to who worked in the stores, who said the insurance companies 

had them move that stock stuff out? And that’s why—I mean people 

can’t be—I just do not believe that— 

C: It was planned. 

I: Do you think? 

C: Oh, oh definitely. I was in my car getting gas, and a car pulled up 

and it was about 5 people—2 cars pulled up, and it was about 5 people 

in each car—and they were talking back and forth. Scared me to death, 

I was so scared, I got my gas and acted like I didn’t hear anything. 

And they were saying, “Oh, yeah, I live in Bakersfield,” and one lived 

in Santa Barbara, and they said “We were sent down here tonight.” I 

was terrified, because they were, you know—big, great big guys. It 

was planned. It was. And then the people over here, they had to take 

the brunt of—they had to take the blame. And they were saying the 

people in Watts were running down the street with furniture on their 

backs—a dog doesn’t mess in his own house, right? People didn’t do 
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that over here. That was outside people that was trying to make this 

area look like… 

J: And then, as hot as it was burning, again, when you burn down a 

whole grocery store, you’ve gotta have accelerants, and they gotta be 

in different places… 

C: At the same time. Anyway—igniting at the same time. We had a 

cousin—my first cousin was killed. He was on his way from work, and 

they assumed he was white because they couldn’t tell the difference. 

And they shot him in his truck. He was—he was stopped at a red light, 

and they ran up to him and shot him. 

I: Janice was saying she was so scared. 

C: Why oh why they were divesting—I still don’t quite understand. I 

mean, I know it was the insurance companies, and I know they were 

pulling out of Watts because, after that, you couldn’t get any business 

insurance. Period. To rebuild in Watts. But I still don’t get why. Why 

they were divesting. 

J: Well there was someone who could profit from that kind of 

uprising—I don’t know what, God knows, only knows what caused 

people to do that.  

I: What did the men look like who you saw talking? 

J: They were black guys. Oh, they were black guys. But they said they 
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were paid to do it. They said, “Oh, we’ll be back in tonight.” And they 

were talking back to each other. 

I found no complete and reliable independent corroboration for this 

recounting. However, “If men define situations as real, they are real in their 

consequences” (Thomas 1982). The details of the above accounting been taken as 

truth by these informants, and I have listened to my informants talk about this with 

others, and have seen the mutual nodding “yes” of heads. Whether the others truly 

believed all of it or not I do not know. But the telling and retelling of the tales of the 

myth of the 1965 Uprising is a repetition and practice that, as DeLanda says, can 

serve to territorialize the black community in Watts.  

The black community, over time, has wrested control of the “riot” narrative 

from the (mainly) white reporters of the day, from the police, from the huge 

percentage of the white population who refer to this 1965 terrifying conflagration and 

chaos of willful law-breaking, and one of the worst riots in America. The events now 

are intermittently called The Uprising or The Rebellion by reporters and scholars of 

all races. 

Today, as in 1965 immediately after the riots with the arguments between the 

official McCone report supporters and the alternative official fire department report, 

there are rebuttals of the McCone report as simplistic and neocolonialist, and there are 

rebuttals of the rebuttals as washing an entire community with beliefs of sympathy for 

the rioters that are held to be simply a minority of ‘riff raff.’   
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The difference between this project’s findings and that of Crockett and 

Wallendorf is that Black Nationalism and Black Liberal Ideology appear 

simultaneously in the Watts community members and in their telling of the myths and 

in their consumption within and without their community. Both the belief that the 

1965 events were an uprising as a proud moment of standing up for human rights, and  

that they were caused by unlawful riff raff and are not indicative of the people of 

Watts, are held simultaneously. There is not a unifying thread that can be sorted into a 

two by two box or other simple typology.  

Confusion, Contradiction, Cumulation: The Uprising as Enduring Myth 

 

This section has shown that the Uprising of 1965 is a myth of heroic survival 

against great odds. The Uprising endures as a myth because it of the confusion that 

surrounds it: Uprising or riot? Carried out by members of the community or 

hoodlums? Due to which aspect of the untenable conditions for black members of the 

Los Angeles community? Why did it happen when President Johnson appeared to be 

making great strides in the Civil Rights movement? There is contradiction, too. After 

fifty years, stories that have been told and retold are found to be false, like the one of 

the white reporters being scared to go into Watts—and new details have been added, 

like the fact that a white reporter typed up the black employee’s first-hand account 

and used that employee’s name as a byline. There is apparent contradiction in the 

burning of the businesses, when one of the untenable conditions was the lack of 

services. The cumulation is layer upon layer of telling and retelling as the meanings 
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of the Uprising attach to material objects in the community—the Watts Towers have 

come to be a symbol of them. Several tons of detritus from the charred, burnt, fire-

hose soggy rubble was saved by Noah Purifoy, the artist, as he joined the assemblage 

art movement and made statement art that is greatly valued today. There is the 

physical presence of Charcoal Alley—103rd and Central, that is now Hispanic stores 

with Hispanic signs, which leads to another contradiction. There is the presence of the 

bunker-like Food for Less that was constructed that way to prevent Molotov cocktails 

and the like from penetrating its windows. The materiality of Watts is a living 

assemblage of meaning-laden artifacts and totems that carry the 1965 Uprising within 

them and are layered with meaning from the Watts community.  

The Watts Towers  

 

The Watts Towers are a nationally recognized art installation outdoors in the 

Cultural Crescent area of Watts. It is a set of three towers pointing to the sky, tiled 

and embedded with a saturated rainbow of colorful pieces of broken pottery, glass, 

bottlecaps, and more. There are structures of similar construction lower to the ground 

that one can walk inside, and places to sit. The whole assemblage is shaped like a 

boat—which is what the artist intended. It is said that his wife died and he was 

building the art piece to metaphorically sail home to be with her back in their home 

town in Italy. 
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 The towers were built by Simon Rodia in Watts from 1921 to 1954. Rodia 

was an Italian immigrant who lived in Watts at the time when Watts had a more 

integrated population of white, black, Hispanic, and Asian middle class residents.  

The towers now are retrofitted with testing equipment to measure their 

movement and safety with the area’s frequent earthquakes. The Towers move not 

only with the movement of the Earth, but also with the heat of the sun. The tops travel 

up to an inch a day as the metal framework warms and cools. This is something that 

has recently come to light, and adds yet another cumulation layer of meaning: 

The Watts Towers live and breathe. This is how Robert Nigbor has 

come to see the iconic L.A. artwork over the roughly six months that 

he and colleague Ertugrul Taciroglu, both in the UCLA Department of 

Civil and Environmental Engineering, have spent studying this 

astounding creation of Simon Rodia, an Italian immigrant who 

singlehandedly built the towers between 1921 and 1954.  Every day, 

the spindly spires of the 17 interlacing towers perform a tiny pirouette 

to the sun — bending away in the rising light and heat, circling back as 

the day darkens. When the wind blows, the towers shiver. When a 

train rumbles into the nearby 103rd Street Metro station that serves the 

neighborhood of Watts in South L.A., the towers tremble. …this 

sensitivity to their surroundings could be the Watts Towers’ downfall. 

(Lin 2013 http://newsroom.ucla.edu/stories/watts-towers-247989)  

http://newsroom.ucla.edu/stories/watts-towers-247989
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Like the City of Los Angeles, and the community of Watts, the Towers are 

also a moving assemblage. The retrofitting also serves a material function of 

symbolizing the fragility of the structure although it withstood multiple strength tests 

to prevent it from being torn down decades before. The Towers are being cared for 

and the cracks and movement tracked closely by Tower preservationists and the 

associated Cultural Center who want to prevent things like a Tony Hawk Skate Park 

or a Theater from being built in the “Cultural Crescent”—the area around the towers.  

The towers have come to represent the African American community and 

their associated high culture art and music production in Watts. At the time they were 

being built, newspaper articles show that they were considered bizarre. They were 

built by an Italian American. The area on which they stand was named the Cultural 

Crescent long after the towers were opened to the public. Also long afterward, the 

previously mentioned Cultural Center was built to highlight art installations by 

African American artists and music for the area’s youth that harks back to the 

community’s golden age of jazz in the 30s and 40s. Frank Gehry has been signed on 

to build a children’s art studio. In the Cultural Center, there is a glass case holding 

pictures, post cards, t-shirts and the like of the towers, the jazz festival held yearly 

there, and the art by the African American artists that one can buy as souvenirs.  

The Towers are featured in every picture of the Simona Rodia jazz festival 

promotional literature, on the programs, and in pictures on the walls of businesses. In 

front of Hispanic businesses, Our Lady of Guadalupe is often painted on the fronts of 

the Hispanic storefronts in the area along with the handpainted storefront signs. The 
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handpainted storefronts show a retail area that has become nontraditional unlike the 

very traditional Main Street appearance before the riots. 

The Our Lady of Guadalupe painting is very popular in Hispanic and Catholic 

cultures for protection, but often used in Watts and other Southern California inner 

cities by Hispanic business owners as a way to ask for divine protection, identify a 

boundary, and symbolize staking a claim to the space: 

Faith and entrepreneurial self-interest have found a common cause in the 

serene image of the Virgen de Guadalupe, the dark-skinned icon of Mexican 

Catholicism. Hundreds of murals of la Virgen cover storefronts in Latino 

neighborhoods from the Eastside to the San Fernando Valley, where the holy 

image is perhaps the only protection against the spray-painted noms de guerre 

of taggers and gang members. At Garcia's store, pious neighbors cross 

themselves when they pass by the mural. The artist, an ex-gang member, 

capped off his 10-foot high painting of the Virgin Mary with a message to 

those who might consider defacing her: "Respect Please." He need not have 

bothered. Ask any street tough if he would paint graffiti on the Holy Mother, 

and he will give you an unequivocal no. Some things, it seems, are still sacred. 

"Anyone who writes on these knows they're going to get racked up," said 

Paris Hernandez, 23 (Los Angeles Times July 5, 1998) 

 

As in Barthes Mythologies (1957), the stories of the everyday—in this case, 

the towers in Watts, and Our Lady of Guadalupe, take twists and turns and end up not 
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quite at the historical “truth” but at the truth of the way that the myth has morphed 

into the way those in the community, and the people in the community perceive it 

today.  

For instance, four informants in this study, newspaper articles, and books (cf 

Schrank 2012; Fire This Time; LA Confidential) have related versions of the myth of 

the Watts Towers. The structure and plot of the myth remain the same: someone in 

ppower attempts to remove the towers—bulldozer, crane, truck, or political 

machination—but the towers remain after the attempted annihilation, whether through 

the resistance of the community, last minute political maneuvering, or the strength of 

the towers themselves.  

Now, over the years, people have tried—one time, the city—the 

bulldozers were here. And the people were crying, and the senior 

citizens were crying, and they were like, “Don’t do it, don’t do it!” 

They tried to bulldoze it down, or take it down with a crane, and it 

would not come down. They actually tried to take it down…  

The individual characters and specific event details change. In some there are 

bulldozers, in another there are cranes in another there is a truck with a winch. Some 

histories tell about malicious city council members. Some accounts give seismic-

testing explanations. Most of the stories are dramatic, independent of the changing 

details. The structure of the myth remains the same as well: a threat to the towers, an 

intervention by members of the community, the saving of the towers, the towers as a 

symbol of community hope. 



98 
 

The residents of the community of Watts have a long-standing narrative that 

has developed into myth about the Watts Towers. The Watts Towers are now touted 

as a “Towering Symbol of Hope” in Watts. However, when they were first opened to 

the public they were called “Bizarre Watts Towers” (LA Times 12-11-1959). Some 

accounts say the neighbors made fun of Simon Rodia. Camille’s stories about the 

children giving him broken plates to build them, and the neighbors standing in front 

of the bulldozer that was going to knock them over, are contested by historical 

reporting. There are many stories that conflict with historical accounts. It may not 

matter which is actually “true.” All the lore has added to the myth and mystery and 

has made places and memories of Watts sacred. The Watts Towers are a National 

Historic Monument. These world-famous objects have come to represent historical 

moments in Watts’ African American history. In fact, they appear to embody an 

idealized age of jazz clubs, the 1965 Watts Uprising, the rise of the Black Power 

movement, and the “decoration” of the community with radiated glory from 

international recognition of the towers as an important work by an Italian artist. The 

towers, and the oral history of Watts as the “West-Coast Harlem,” serve both as an 

attractant to new business ventures and disparate community residents, and as 

lightning rods of controversy for urban business and community development around 

them. 

Talking with residents at the Watts Towers and the Cultural Crescent reveals 

various aspects of the myth of the Towers.  The Watts Towers are almost always 

photographed from the ground looking up, into brilliant blue sky. As a photographer I 
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have taken many photos of the towers that way because it is one of the ways to make 

them conventionally “pretty.” When I see my shots, I am struck by how beautiful they 

look compared to the area around them, and compared to the prison-like bars that 

surround them. The last time I was at the towers, they were surrounded by buzzing 

drones like so many gnats around three giants. Every day I have been at the Towers, 

the preponderance of visitors has been white, or Asian. Many are from other countries 

and mime for me to take their pictures in front of the spires. I take the pictures while 

crouching on the ground, shooting upward, as in the first photo.  

Many of the stories of the Towers conflict with archival newspaper accounts, 

which conflict with books, which conflict with each other. Another myth is that the 

children of the neighborhood collaborated in the building of the towers by bringing 

the artist their house’s and neighborhood’s broken glass and scraps of trash like bottle 

caps. However, that has been contested by histories that say that Rodia used scraps of 

fine mosaic tiles left over from construction jobs he worked on, and from his own 

collections, and by other accounts that say he was made fun of by the children and 

members of the neighborhood.  

No matter the specific details of their creation, the Towers have gradually 

been transformed from a one-of-a-kind sculpture built by an eccentric Italian 

immigrant who eventually returned to Italy to a Watts community treasure and the 

ultimate marker of Black history here.  

The Towers as the Myth of the Totem 
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It may seem surprising that such a violent incident that is talked about by 

informants as changing the world’s view of Watts in a negative way should be a myth 

that replicates and layers upon, and undergirds, other artistic meanings to recreate this 

sacred totem. But the riots have been discursively re-labeled the Rebellion or 

alternatively the Uprising, and spoken of with a sense of ownership for standing up to 

terrible life structural conditions, even as it is distanced from by saying “the riots 

didn’t start in Watts.”  

In “The Totem Myth: Sacrifice and Transformation” Marvin and Ingle (1999) 

write about the flag as a totem, and we see similar things: 

The flag symbolizes the sacrificed body of the citizen. This label has 

meaning only in reference to the group that defines it, the nation. 

Blood sacrifice links the citizen to the nation. It is a ritual in the most 

profound sense, for it creates the nation from the flesh of its citizens. 

The flag is the sign and agent of the nation formed in blood sacrifice. 

Still, raising a piece of cloth and calling it a flag will not declare 

territory and form groups, at least not territory that will be respected, 

or groups that will endure and fight to produce borders. The power of a 

flag must be sacrificially established. The point was made by Vladimir 

Zhirinovsky, whose challenge to Boris Yeltsin in Russia's first 

parliamentary elections caught the attention of the West. Opposing the 

division of Russia into republics, Zhirinovsky complained that the 

countries created by these new flags were abstract symbols only. 
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“They don't understand that you have to pay with blood for this 

process.” 

Looking at the Watts Towers through the myth of the totem, the Watts Towers 

have meaning to the Watts' black community because of the blood that has been shed 

there. In Cultural Trauma and Collective Identity, Alexander, Eyerman, Giesen, 

Smelser and Sztompka (2004) write about the black experience of the Watts Uprising. 

Their account agrees with a 1966 booklet by the United States Socialist Party that 

likens that police coming into the neighborhood with tanks as the troops invading 

Viet Nam. There is almost a community post traumatic stress disorder of the stayers 

of reliving the events. This has had the effect of galvanizing the black community’s 

identity around the towers, which have become the material embodiment of the 

meaning of the myth of the 1965 Uprising. The towers have, like a national flag, 

become not only material symbols of Watts, but containers for the bodies, blood, and 

black lives that matter in the history of Watts, and even the nation.  

Interestingly, the materiality may be transcended by representations, even 

purely imagined ones, of the material thing. For instance, imagine the United States 

flag. The idea of the flag is carried by every citizen, and that idea can be evoked in a 

number of ways. Although one may not think of it as a symbol of blood sacrifice, it is 

often accompanied by the national anthem and its description of the Revolutionary 

War—the “bombs bursting in air”—that inevitably led to blood being spilt in the 

creation of the new country. The material flag, a totem in remembrance of blood 

sacrifice for transformation, also remains of paramount importance. We salute, keep it 
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off the ground, and take it in at night. So it is with the Watts Towers—they are 

revered, protected, and maintained as a public trust.  

The gang symbol for Watts has been reported to be the first three fingers of 

the hand pointed down. This is to call to mind the three main towers built by Simon 

Rodia (Prakash and Cruze 2008). However, I have only been able to find gangs 

flashing the first three fingers pointing up, and no one who can corroborate that there 

is a signal such as Prakash and Cruze describe. However, since the Watts Towers are 

so iconic, stories about gangs are often accompanied with photographs with gang 

members placed in front of the towers. Many times there are three fingers pointing 

up, that echo the Towers artistic form. The echoing of the towers with the three 

fingers up—that signal has always stood for “Watts” (Stanton conversation 2016; 

Gang Task Force email 2016)—appears to confuse and conflate the material and the 

meaning ambiguously. Further, it harks back to the signs in the storefront windows 

during the 1965 Watts riots indicating black-owned businesses that would be spared 

from burning and looting with the words “I am a blood brother” and a drawing of a 

hand with three fingers pointed upwards: 

Many black-owned businesses, meanwhile, avoided the violence by 

putting up "blood brother" signs in their windows, indicating their solidarity with 

the demonstrators. This fact, coupled with the large number of residential 

properties and public spaces like parks and pools that were left untouched, 

suggests that participants in the Watts events were, after a fashion, disciplined and 

focused. (Flourney, Los Angeles Times August 15 2015) 
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Confusion, Contradiction, Cumulation, and Context: The Towers as Enduring 

Myth 

 

The myth of the Towers has endured since 1921, growing and territorializing 

and laying history upon history over the towers themselves and the site of the Cultural 

Crescent upon which they sit. Councilman Buscaino’s speech in Watts as he was 

sworn into office continued the layers of legitimate claim upon the myth of the 

Towers:  

These towers serve to remind me of my fellow Italian-American’s 

incredible commitment to this community—a commitment I will emulate 

not as an artist, but as your representative in the City of Los Angeles. I 

will strive everyday to do these things, but I cannot do it alone. You, the 

residents of Watts, as well as everyone else here today, must pitch in and 

do your part, and together we can build a legacy that will be talked about 

long after we are gone. As Vince Lombardi, another great Italian 

American, once said: “Individual commitment to a group effort—that is 

what makes a team work, a company work, a society work, a civilization 

work.” (Gonzalez 2013) 

Simon Rodia and Italian immigrants, the original Mexican-American 

inhabitants and today’s Mexican-American ethnic majority, the plight of the Japanese 

in World War II as they were removed to internment camps—all these layers of 

legitimacy are in contestation with the African American claim of mythical totem of 

the Watts Uprising of 1965.  
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The Golden Age of Jazz 

 

The jazz scene that was jumping in Harlem night clubs such as the Cotton 

Club and the Apollo in the 1920s quickly moved forward to the West Coast. In 

Southern California, thriving jazz clubs grew up in areas of South Central Los 

Angeles and the community of Watts. This age of jazz has left a musical legacy. 

Watts celebrates itself with totems like saxophone street signs, silver engravings of 

musicians embedded in the sidewalk surrounding the park memorializing the 

Uprising, the Mafundi Institute where jazz is taught to youngers, and the 

institutionalized annual rituals of jazz that bring to mind and recall the age of jazz, the 

prosperity of the night clubs, and the days when stars like Johnny Otis performed and 

Frank Sinatra watched. The contemporary embodiment and enactment of this myth is 

the yearly Watts Simon Rodia Jazz Festival and Day of the Drum. 

Numerous famous jazz musicians began their careers in Watts, had storied 

careers in Watts, and are seen in photographs of the time. New jazz musicians have 

come from Watts from then until the present. Not often spoken of are the “Zoot Suit 

Riots” of 1943 where the whites who were in contestation for space and resources in 

this area rioted in violence against the Hispanic and black residents of South Los 

Angeles and Watts who wore the flashy “Zoot suit” garb—big shouldered jackets and 

baggy pants—associated with this music.  

Jazz musicians, then and today, embody a certain type of artistic aesthetic that 

is, simply, “cool.” Gangsta Rap that was born in and around Watts continues this 
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“cool” mythical status of the Watts music scene. This aesthetic is capitalized upon 

and marketed by jazz festival organizers, jazz festival musicians, jazz festival 

vendors, and community developers, among others. Wearing everything from 

Thelonius Monk t-shirts to NWA CDs to colorful traditional African wear, many 

audience members in attendance dramaturgically perform their own interpretations of 

jazz appreciation through the consumption of products that signify this aesthetic to 

others (Kozinets 2002; Luedicke and Giesler 2008). The music and the merchandise 

are mutually produced, organized, and consumed by all involved (Oakes and 

Warnaby 2011; Pegg and Patterson 2010; Thrane 2002).  

Jazz festivals are classic assemblages in a constant state of becoming as 

actors, environment, and materiality change (Coole and Frost, 2010; Martin and 

Schouten 2014). The assemblage has historical development on different planes. Jazz 

festivals are imbricated in complex assemblages with actors and place. The Watts 

Simon Rodia Jazz Festival and Day of the Drum is a long-standing jazz festival that 

was organized around the narrative of both the formerly famous local jazz scene, and 

simultaneously around the cultural totems of the Watts Towers. 

At this jazz festival, there are conflicts between the primacy of varying 

cultural myths. There are also contradictions and conflict in a fight over development 

as opposed to preservation of the Towers as a backdrop, and the promotion of the 

Cultural Crescent and the Towers to potential investors and tourists, who are often 

bused in just for the festival and never set foot in other parts of Watts. The African 

American culture as the face of the jazz festival is opposed by the new 
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demographically dominant Hispanic culture. There is representation of the Italian 

culture to honor Simon Rodia. All are on display in this musical and material 

consumption venue. The tensions of this particular community appear to be played 

out on the dramaturgical stages of jazz, vendor and audience during the festival, 

making the fluidity of the mythological layering apparent (Geertz, 2005; Luedicke 

and Giesler 2008).  

The jazz festival is a neighborhood institution that celebrates the history of 

Watts as “The Harlem of the West Coast.” The festival’s musicians perform, and 

vendors sell their wares, in front of the background of the Watts Towers in the 

Cultural Crescent. The festival has become increasingly inclusive and is carrying the 

theme of unity—unifying the communities of black and Hispanic. This year (2015) it 

opened with Mexican firewalkers, who rallied the majority of African American 

audience members—many in traditional African wear or jazz t-shirts—to chant for 

unity. Philanthropists and potential community developers were brought in as special 

guests. Large tour buses on the tiny street in front of the towers dropped off older 

Caucasian tourists in brightly colored Aloha-wear. The Los Angeles SWAT team 

kept a large command presence at the perimeter of the park, while Nation of Islam 

volunteers in ties, slacks, and berets “kept the peace” within the performance area. 

Did they keep the peace? Or was peace the status quo of the festival? The Nation of 

Islam appear also to perhaps be staking a claim in opposition to the LAPD. To 

outsiders, they also appear as a symbol of safety—inflected with intimidation—of the 

black population in charge of its “own community.” Rosie Lee Hooks, director of the 
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festival, made an announcement in the middle of the 2014 festival: “See? No one got 

shot here today!” The jazz festival gets wrapped up in the mythologizing of Watts 

danger while also denying it. Contradiction, confusion, and conflation carry forward 

the enduring myth of jazz in Watts.  

The Myth of Center of the World 

 

The Watts of the Golden Jazz Age of the 30s and 40s was home to popular 

night clubs like the Zombie and the Apollo, where Black musicians played their new 

and wildly popular jazz to throngs made up of those from the neighborhood and many 

from upscale white communities surrounding Watts.  

Just as a large part of American culture is nostalgic for the 50s era of bebop, 

juke boxes, poodle skirts, and hamburgers and fries in diners on various “Main 

Streets” that may or may not have existed, but are culturally created, and recreated, 

and revisited—blacks in Watts similarly create a nostalgic pastiche that also rests 

upon space and music. For them, it consists of the Main Street of Central Avenue. 

“All the businesses!” says one informant, “The shops! You should have seen them!” 

It is the sacred space of their homes and neighborhoods: “We have always been good 

neighbors in this neighborhood.” It is the Watts Towers, the Cultural Crescent and the 

jazz festival.  

As Johnson notes, no music stores would carry “black” music or allow 

African American musicians to play. The African American stayers in Watts echo 

and extend her stories about Dolphins of Hollywood and the music in Watts in the 
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50s. Says one informant, “Even all the movie stars were here at the jazz clubs! At the 

Apollo, at the Zombie. Their black girlfriends lived here. They shut the night clubs 

down because the movie stars like Frank Sinatra were always here.” In spite of the 

difficulties, our informants talk about Watts in the 20s-50s as a golden age, 

reminiscing about the jazz clubs in particular. As an informant creates events to 

fundraise for a theater project, she highlights this part of the Watts history: 

Look at this picture right here—this is my mother, she’s right here—

this was at the Zombie nightclub. And this is my mother, and this is 

my aunt. Now you see how it’s all diverse? People were just partying 

in there. And this lady, and this man were the club owners. And so my 

mother was a waitress in there, and she was 17 years old when she 

came over from Louisiana. And so in 1999, we recreated Central 

Avenue on the backlot of Paramount Pictures. I have all of the 

backlot—and we had nightclubs, I had the kids from LA Trade Tech to 

do signage—see the signage over here on the wall? That was from one 

student, and I said—give me what captures, you know, Watts in the 

40s and whatnot. So it’s all these jazz clubs….So this is what was 

happening in Watts. Central Avenue from 108th all the way to 

Downtown LA was full of jazz nightclubs. 

Her companion adds: 

And right on this corner was the Plantation (The nightclub? The 

interviewer asks.) The nightclub was there. Right on 108th and 
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Central. It was like Harlem in here, in this little area right here—

Johnny Otis, I know you heard of Johnny Otis, Don Wilson, all of 

those people have lived right here. Johnny Otis lived right across the 

street. Fletcher, you remember him? His brother lived on the corner, 

two houses from the corner. Another musician and his wife. And right 

next door—Don Johnson was right there. So there was a lot of 

musicians that lived over in here—the lady that played in, “Don’t 

Bother Me, I Can’t Cook,” she lived right down the street. It was a lot 

of people who moved because Watts was the nice area. It was the area 

where the homes were built, people could afford to buy, and it was a 

beautiful community. 

And so it is that through confusion, contradiction and cumulation the Golden 

Age of Jazz persists and grows as an enduring myth in Watts. 

Crips, Bloods and Gangsta Rap 

 

Part of the continued fascination and myth of South Los Angeles, Watts 

included, is portrayed in “Straight Outta Compton.” The movie hit the top of the box 

office its opening weekend of August 15, 2015, and smashed records. “Niggas With 

Attitude” (NWA) is the gangsta rap group whose rise to fame, and break up, are the 

subject of the movie. NWA’s first album (Straight Outta Compton—same name as 

the movie) took the world by storm 25 years earlier with raw and violent lyrics that 

reflected their vision of South LA. Both movie and album were heralded as “the real 
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story” of this region in news stories, articles, and by people in the area and beyond. 

This sense of an authentic story is reflected in the following field notes excerpt: 

Two business men at LAX, in their 50s, are in line at an airport 

Starbucks by their gate. They are unremarkable in appearance in this 

setting: wearing dress shirts, ties and slacks, they hold onto standard 

business warrior travel accessories of wheeled carry-ons topped by 

laptop cases. The line is long. The older, small, unremarkable white 

man gives a nod to his younger coworker and says by way of 

conversation: “Hey. I saw ‘Straight Outta Compton’ <a just released 

movie> last night.” The younger white man answers, “Oh yeah?” 

Older man: “Yeah. Totally legit.” The younger man nods sagely a few 

times in apparent agreement and recognition. “Hmmm. Yeah I’ve 

gotta see that.” They are then called by the Hispanic Starbucks 

employees holding fort behind the counter, and order their lattes. I am 

struck by the vernacular “totally legit.” It sounds distinctly as if the 

man saying the term is trying on a foreign language. I am also struck 

by the shared look and odd posturing between the two that seems to 

infer that they know exactly what “legit” Compton is. After studying 

South Los Angeles for the last five years I wonder—do they? I also 

wonder, do I? Since this movie was released and has shot to number 

one at the box office while they were here, and LAX is relatively 

adjacent to Compton, do they now have “totally legit” status bragging 
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rights back home, wherever home is? (Author field notes, August 

2015) 

Gangsta rap extends a long regional “urban narrative” of the violence in Watts 

and South Central. This violence has an interesting effect. On the one hand, the 

totems that relate to the 1965 Uprising, the acts of survival of the worst of the gang 

wars and the truces, and the celebration of gangsta rap and its birth in South Central 

are revered as a myth—totems associated with meanings to the black community. On 

the other hand, it scares away tourists. However, there is a new breed of tourist 

making its way to Watts, and they are, like the businessmen at the airport, enraptured 

by the “danger” they experience when they quickly drive through and stop to look at 

the Towers, or go to a new restaurant. There are entrepreneurs who have sprung up to 

give “LA Gang Tours” that promise to teach territory, how to flash signs, and how to 

walk like a gangster. In the year of the 50th anniversary of the riots, there was even a 

website called “A Guide to Re-Experiencing the Watts Rebellion” (LA Weekly 

August 2015).   

Pastoral Past vs. Violent Present 

 

The mythical past the African American residents who have lived in Watts 

since before the Uprising is often one they create of an imagined Watts of the 50s—

home to a “Main Street” Central Avenue, multiple black-owned businesses, gracious 

pleasantries, and, most importantly, jazz clubs. This mythical past is a grand narrative 

of a multi-racial neighborhood—“...a Japanese family on that corner, and a Hispanic 
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family with a farm over there…”—with no mention of the Japanese internment or the 

Brown-Black tensions. It is a neighborhood that was safe and upscale with no 

mention of the police brutality that would lead to tinder-box kindling ready to 

explode into riot when Marquette Frye was arrested. Here is a typical quote by an 

informant about Watts in the 50s and before: 

Watts was an area that was brand new, there was nothing out here but 

fields. Where Centennial High is? That was all a riding academy—we 

used to go riding out there every Saturday, every Sunday, we’d go out 

riding at Jack’s Riding Academy.  

Here is another: “My sister and I roller-skated all day long. It wasn’t a ‘hood. 

It was safe.” 
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Confusion, Contradiction, Cumulation: Bucolic Past/Violent Present as Enduring 

Myth 

 

There is an obvious contradiction between the bucolic image of the past, with 

stores on every corner, where you could roller skate outside, in tension with the 

violent past of the riots, the crack epidemic, the Crips and Bloods gang warfare, the 

homicide rate, and the continuous discourse in the newspapers of Watts as a deadly 

city.  

There is also a contradiction between Gangsta Rap—and the musical totems 

that represent violence and poverty—and the artists themselves and their current 

lifestyles. For instance, the album cover of Straight Outta Compton shows the 

musicians dressed gangsta style, looking down at an unseen person on the ground, 

pointing a gun. This image was created post hoc in teamwork with the musicians, a 

cameraman, and an art director. The person on the ground was Eric Poppleton, their 

white photographer. He was a first-year post-grad from a top name Los Angeles arts 

university, Cal Arts, whose graduates are often hired by companies like Disney. 

Poppleton said of the now-infamous album cover photo: “Straight outta Cal Arts” 

(LA Times 2015). The musicians, many of them, have gone on to leave Watts, as did 

star athletes before them, and have relatively glamorous lives.  

There are other contradictions, not just in the tension between the memories of 

Watts as peaceful and integrated as contrasted to its history of violence. As an 

example, although the NWA partnership did start after Eazy-E bailed Dre out of jail, 

Dre was in jail for his unpaid Mazda RX7 parking tickets, not for assault and battery 
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defending Eazy-E (Reel Vs Real 2015). On a larger scale, at the time the album was 

released, Compton, South LA, and many of the previously almost-100 percent black 

enclaves in the region were in the process of an intractable tide of demographic and 

cultural change (Halle, Beveridge, Telles and DuFault 2013). 25 years later, now at 

the time of the movie premier, the cultural shift has taken what appears to be a full 

swing and Compton and the region are majority Hispanic. The totems and meanings 

of violence appear to be what is reinforced within and without the neighborhood of 

Watts, and what has created the larger myth. There is argument over the relative 

violence of the neighborhood. Here is one set of forum postings when someone asks 

if the Watts Towers are safe to visit 

I'll be alright visiting Watts Tower in the middle of the day, right? I'm 

not generally a timid tourist, which is why I'm a little surprised to be 

posting this, but I want to go visit Watts Tower and googling about the 

area is making me more than a little worried (phrases like "the worst 

street in Compton" are not helping my confidence). The reviews on 

Yelp seem pretty positive, but when I google about the area in general 

I find a lot of posts about making sure you don't wear gang colors. For 

comparison, is it significantly more dangerous than say Anacostia or 

Trinidad in DC? 

 

Reply 1: I've never been to Anacostia or Trinidad, but I have been to 

Watts Towers during the jazz festival and people were 1) nice, 2) 
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interested in showing off the Towers, which are beautiful and weird 

and completely worth the trip, and 3) not gangbangers. There is a 

beautiful art museum next to the Towers; it's not Beirut. 

Reply 2: I think in particular that the phenomenon of white 

visitors/other outsiders getting shot or beat up for wearing gang colors 

is an utter urban legend. You can't make much money selling drugs if 

you're busy wiping out everybody in the world who's wearing a 

particular primary color. 

Reply 3: You'll be totally fine. I went a couple years ago during the 

day and didn't feel threatened or unsafe. It's not worse than Anacostia. 

In fact, I would say it's actually safer in Watts these days. (Although I 

haven't taken the time to look up the relative crime statistics.) 

Reply 4: If you've been to SE D.C., you'll be totally fine in Watts. It's 

not 1/100th as scary.  

Reply 5: As for “the worst street in Compton," Watts Towers is 

amazingly enough in Watts, not Compton. 

Reply 6: If you are a white lady who looks scared, and you happen to 

be wearing a gang color, you probably will not be mistaken for a rival 

gang member. 

 

However, just the fact that question has to be asked indicates the confusion 

and contradiction and the enduring myth of violence. There are so many cumulated 
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layers of reported violence that this myth appears to be enduring almost to the point 

of being permanent. 

DISCUSSION 

 

In the findings section we saw an emic description of the myths as the 

community experiences, repeats, reinforces, and relates them to themselves and 

outsiders. Here, I will then theorize the etic meaning and how the assemblage of 

myths impacts the assemblage and replication of Watts itself.  

Ambiguous myths are prioritized at the individual and community level, in 

relationship with each other. Each community prioritizes a certain meaning, and 

choose to ignore other meanings. They prioritize and promote the meanings that are 

relevant to the group that has the power over the totems attached to the myths. They 

may appropriate these totems and attach separate meanings for their own purposes, as 

the black Watts community has done with the Watts towers. The Italian community 

where Simon Rodia was born has been communicating with the cultural center in 

Watts, and they have similarly attached their meanings to the owers. But the meaning 

that “sticks” in Watts is that of their being a monument to African American art, 

accomplishment, struggle, and overcoming. This works on all levels because the myth 

of the towers is sufficiently ambigrous that the people of the community and the 

community itself has room to layer meaning upon meaning in a cumulative fashion in 

the ambiguous spaces.  
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Interestingly, the Watts Towers were not built as a monument to anything in 

particular—at least not that we know of. Simon Rodia did not talk about “Pauley’s 

Boat,” which eventually was discovered to hark back to a festival held in his home 

town in Italy that he had left decades before. They are shaped like a boat. One part of 

the towers is supposed by some to represent Christopher Columbus’s boat. Could this 

be a monument to immigrants? A welcoming? It has not been a welcoming 

monument to the Latinos that make up the Watts majority, and it was not appreciated 

as a welcoming monument by the blacks that moved to Watts in the Second Great 

Migration. Unlike unambiguous attachments (e.g., the Washington Monument or 

Gettysburg), here is a monument for attachment that is completely ambigious. Yet the 

black community were able to claim the moral and social authority and power to 

dominate the discourse. Monuments tend to gravitate toward events of gravitas, and 

the Watts Towers were front and center in pictures of Watts’ rebuilding. They were 

almost a blank slate upon which to layer meanings for the creation of totemic 

importance. 

With the black community in charge of the discourse and totems of the myths 

of Watts, it appears that they are the ones who determine the valence and pull these 

myths and totems of the area have for the hegemonic surrounding communities in the 

higher SES areas. The black interpretation of icons have a push or pull value—if they 

value a myth highly, that is a draw for the surrounding communities to visit Watts to 

see. If they have a negative or neutral valence for the myths, then this either has no 

draw, or pushes the surrounding communities away. The Hispanic residents appear to 
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have no draw for surrounding areas—they have not put their cumulation layers over 

the top of Watts’ totems or meanings of myth. Further, the mythic totems and 

meanings create a certain stickiness for those black residents who have left the 

community. There is a civic and cultural pride associated with surviving the riots, 

being associated with a world famous art installation that is your totemic 

mythological representation, and a jazz festival that calls to mind not only a golden 

age of jazz, but gangsta rap and hip hop and current jazz.  

Ownership of Myth as Power Over Community 

 

The cultural myths of Watts may lend power to another group of Watts 

residents as new layers of meanings fill them. The fighting for building space, the 

attrition of black residents, and the opening of a hot new eatery that might presage 

gentrification follow lines of flight that open up the community for a new 

interpretation of the current myths. These myths are composed of materiality and 

meaning. They have been replicating under the power of black Watts, have not been 

contested by Latino Watts, and have a tertiary connection to Watts political structures 

now, with the claim of the Italian American councilman on their Italian immigrant 

heritage.  

Objects and totems, such as the towers, like NWA and gangsta, like the jazz 

clubs before and pictures of the clubs now, persist and they are markers very real of 

terrirtory. They also are containers of meaning and cultural discourses. As with many 

socioculturally oriented discussions, laying claim to the narrative of place, and 
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ownership of place as it changes, can be rooted in power structures reinforced and 

stabilized by the replication of enduring myths.  

Adjacent to the Cultural Center lies a prime plot of land. Nothing has been 

built there due to a complex interplay of politics, project proposals nixed or delayed, 

and a tight control on the myth of the Watts Towers, the Cultural Center, and the 

proposed Gehry Children’s Center. This illustrates an insertion into the myth. A man 

is noticed in a somewhat ramshackle area of the land. It is surrounded by weeds and 

looks dead and desolate except for a brightly colored mosaic low wall surrounding 

water. The man is asked about the art—because art is what it looks like—echoing the 

mosaics on the Cultural Center and the Towers. The man answers:  

It’s just a turtle pond. It doesn’t have any significance. We’re just 

trying to keep the city and everyone out there from building anything 

in here by taking as much land up as possible for art. 

Although the man says it has no significance, it shows that the owners of the 

space—the ones in power—are the ones who control the myth. The Watts Cultural 

Center and Watts Towers culture has used its power to block the building of 

commercial enterprises on the land. But the ramshackle turtle pond echoes the art that 

has come to combine materiality and meaning into the myth of black Watts and all 

that entails. It is allowed to be built slowly and without plans. It can be seen in Watts 

that the urban assemblage ontology of a rhizomatic and heterogenous liquid power 

structure works better for analysis than a structured, hierarchical one.  

CONCLUSION: Myths, Liquid Legitimacy and Consumption Lifelines 
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The liquidity of Watts, its people, the community, and its myths and 

materiality lead to a state of change, and is born of a state of change. Bauman talks 

about changing communities and notes that a marker of liquidity, as opposed to the 

solidity of post-modernity, is the fact that liquid does not hold its shape when outside 

the bounds of the structure holding it. But the liquid acts upon the structures which in 

turn changes the liquids. As noted in the introduction to this chapter, the community, 

the institutions in the community and the people in the community are changing at 

different rates and different times. This leads to an effect that can be seen as reflected 

in the Winslow Homer painting, with lifelines coming from people to institutions, 

from community to people, from institutions to community. Consumption lifelines—

that is, the market-facing resources used by all to interact, stake claims, hold on to 

areas, and enter into new ones—are revealed in the myths and changing cumulation 

of meanings layered upon the materiality of Watts.  

  



121 
 

CHAPTER 5: THE BUSINESSES BURNED AND THEY NEVER CAME BACK: 

CHANGING RETAIL LANDSCAPES AND SERVICESCAPES AND THEIR 

IMPACT ON RESISTANCE TO GENTRIFICATION 

  

“Burn baby, burn.” 

The catch phrase of a morning radio personality on one of LA’s leading R&B 

stations echoed through Los Angeles in the months before the August 1965 

conflagration of the small business community of Watts (Horne 1995; Montague 

1985; Sides 1972). The phrase was co-opted by the rioters and protestors when the 

Watts riots exploded, and chanted by onlookers as the small businesses on the main 

streets of Watts went up in flames (Bean 2000; Horne 1997; Sides 2000). The 

retailscapes of Watts became a veritable war zone.  

An avalanche of scholarly and media analysis followed the Watts riots, with 

reporters, activists and academics descending upon the area. A reporter for the Los 

Angeles Times, Art Seidenbaum, was quoted about the scene: “I have a mental image 

of a USC sociologist interviewing a man on the street who turns out to be a 

psychologist from UCLA” (Deverell and Hise 2010 p. 148).  

Analysis of the riots, revolts and uprising events in Watts in 1965--and indeed 

throughout the country from 1965-1968--has been extensive. The focus has included 

the causes, including social protest (Sears and McConahay 1973; Ransford 1968; 

Jeffries, Turner and Morris 1971; Jeffries and Ransford 1969; Blauner 1966; Caplan 

1970; Feagin and Sheatsley 1968 ); the aftermath for black Americans and race 

relations (Sears 1969; Johnson, Sears, and McConahay 1971; Sonenshein 1993; 

Ezekial 2010; Button 2015); literature about subsequent riots (Abu-Lughod 2007; 
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Baldassare 1994); poverty (Conley 1999; Marable 2015; Sigelman, Welch and 

Bledsoe 1997), and police brutatlity (Hahn 1971; Kitwana 2002; Parenti 2000; Gibbs 

1988; Brunson 2007; Ostrom 1974; Holmes 2000). Black nationalism Vs black 

ideology (Crockett and Wallendorf 2004; Pinkney 1978; Bush 1999; Van Deburg 

1997 ), the view of white America Vs black America (Hamilton and Ture 2011; Du 

Bois 2013; Robinson 2011) and the difference between middle and upper middle 

class Vs the impoverished inner city (Thernstrom and Thernstrom 1999; Schultz 

1969; Blauner 1969) have been written about.  

The official report commissioned by the Governor of California at the time, 

Pat Brown, was called the McCone report after its lead commissioner. Subsequent 

response (cf Blauner 1966; Fogelson 1967; Johnson, Sears and McConahay 1971) 

took issue with the report’s haste, its brevity, its analysis that this was simply random 

violence by “riff raff”, and its seemingly fortunate timing of release to coincide with 

the 1966 gubernatorial election.  

The McCone side seemed to analyze Watts from the outside looking in. They 

analyzed the statistics and the reports to say that only a fraction of the Watts populace 

took part in the riots, the majority did not agree with them, and the destruction of 

businesses was a random violent outburst. This was the “riffraff theory.” On the 

rebuttal side, taken from the view of those that lived within Watts looking out, the 

statistics were analyzed to show that a representative sample of South Los Angeles 

young black men had indeed taken part in the riot activities, the majority of area 

blacks supported the actions as a rebellion against the untenable situation of 
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impoverished ghetto life, and the violent activities of the rioters were directed 

specifically at merchants that “gouged” the urban poor. Each used statistical, verbal, 

and pictorial evidence to come to their conclusions.  

Watts, like many inner cities, was a place of many “truths” at the time of the 

riots. The poor at the time of the riots did pay more for certain items. The retailers 

were passing on the costs and uncertainties of doing business in a risky area. Only a 

small percentage of Watts residents took part in the riots or the looting, and the 

majority thought that what they did was wrong. The residents of Watts also felt pride 

in being part of standing up for certain societal injustices, including the way they 

were treated by retailers (Klein 1997). The Uprising was the standing up of a people 

against injustice. The riots were violence and looting from small businessmen and 

retailers who had set up shop in the inner city.  

And in Watts, once those businesses burned, they never came back. This 

chapter asks, “Why?” We will look at retail in a community rocked by cultural shock, 

the destruction of almost the entire small business landscape, the changing retail 

landscape over time, and the role the myths of the community have how this is 

playing out. Additionally, it finds the ways retailers and community members use 

consumption lifelines in challenging conditions to stay in, enter, or leave a 

community.  

THEORETICAL CONVERSATIONS 

Liquid Retail 
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 Liquid modernity (Bauman 2000, 2007, 2012), as discussed in the 

Introduction, is the time we are in now-- characterized by continuous and rapid 

change. The consequent culture, institutions, and world Bauman calls liquid, because 

it cannot hold a shape of its own. The liquid’s shape, because of its quality of fluidity, 

is created by that of the structures that hold it into place. Recently, this construct has 

been brought to the forefront to analyze retail change—and called “liquid retail” 

(Kervenoael, Bajde, Schwob 2016, Bardhi et al. 2012a and b; Bardhi and Eckhardt 

2015). Liquid retail is characterized by the qualities of ever-present change, or, as 

Kervenoael et al. put it “accelerated change in retail that is fundamentally tied to 

socio-culture dynamics and tensions” (2016). The liquidity ascribed to retail is a fast-

paced continuous changing of retailscapes due largely to changing social facts 

(Durkheim 2014), a continual morphing of the sociocultural mileu in which the 

retatilscapes are situated (and fluidly form to fill the new ‘shape’). It is also due to the 

absence and disappearance of more and more traditional “pillars of identity” that 

have, in the past, made consumption choices an automatic part of particular identities 

(McAlexander, DuFault, Martin and Schouten 2014; Arsel and Thompson 2011). 

As Kervenoael et al. point out, “systematic exploration of how socio-cultural 

forces drive change in retail and how change in retail shapes culture and society, 

remains scarce (2016 p. 1). Further, there are many gaps in our knowledge of how 

consumers and retailers achieve flexibility while things around them are changing. 

There is even less knowledge about how the deep knowledge in a community that an 

entire landscape of stores can be “here today and gone tomorrow” affects consumer, 
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communities, and retailers themselves. These aspects of the “liquid retail” and liquid 

modernity described in the literature already need unpacking and investigation 

because this of the more complex situations in which many retailers, consumers and 

communities find themselves today (Slater 1997; Grinshpun 2013).  

If one uses the concept of liquidity, and then thinks of a community 

interacting with a retail landscape (and vice versa) it is important also to think of this 

landscape being made up of multiple liquids moving at different rates and paces, 

constrained by different structures, with different phase-transition points from 

freezing to liquidity to boiling to vapor, and with different properties like viscosity 

and affinity or aversion from other molecular structures. Watts retail, although 

sometimes slow-moving to the point of apparent stagnation, is decidedly liquid, and 

decidedly heterogenous. When talking about liquid modernity, liquid retail, and liquid 

community, it is vitally important that the non-homogeneity of the liquids that make 

up the landscape are taken into account. The flows of differing liquidities--the 

fluidities and properties of all and how all react to each other and their containing 

structures, must be taken into account.  

An additional point that has not been addressed in the liquidity literature is the 

function that ongoing community narratives and mythologies, re-mythologizing a 

community, and/or transferring the control of a community’s myths to a new 

caretaker segment affects the “liquid retail” and liquid modernity construct. Those 

ideas are packed under the term “sociocultural changes” but this is a very specific 
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type of sociocultural change as demographics change dramatically and myths endure 

or die with the changing population.  

Gentrification sometimes occurs in areas that follow the pattern that has been 

described (Zukin 2011; Beveridge et al. 2013). The next demographic change in 

Watts, if Choi’s eatery and the Watts Coffee House took off, attracted more hot 

eateries, led to more upscale businesses, and generally “improved” in the minds of 

outside investors—in other words, if it followed a typical gentrification pattern—

would be wealthier residents of many races moving back into the central downtown 

area as restaurants, retail, and services that they feel comfortable frequenting spring 

up and then proliferate. Watts is situated in what could be an attractive area for real 

estate—15 minutes from the West Side’s upscale businesses, 20 minutes from the 

beaches, UCLA, and USC, 15 minutes to an international airport (LAX). It is adjacent 

to South Los Angeles, formerly South Central, now called “ SOLA.” 

The benefit versus harm of gentrification to a community is a lightning rod for 

controversy (Hagerman 2007), and Watts appears a prime candidate for 

gentrification, which leads to a host of interesting questions. Why has it been 

gentrification resistant? Is that changing? Does this hold answers for other 

communities? 

The current path of urban revitalization today seems to lie not in freeways and 

parks, but in a process called gentrification. Gentrification, or the upward 

socioeconomic progression of blighted urban areas, follows a relatively consistent 

pattern. Restaurants make the first inroad to an inner city area and effectively test the 
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waters for survivability of retail and resident change. If an eatery that attracts more 

upscale clientele to the community opens up, an outside foot traffic of potential 

shoppers increases in an otherwise depressed area, retail comes next, as both workers 

and patrons can support neighboring stores and services as customers. Finally, 

rooftops (homeownership transfer) follow retail as neighborhoods “tip” and 

demographics (socioeconomic and/or racial) change (Zukin 1987, 2011). Many 

current residents are forced out by the rising prices, and new wealthier residents are 

attracted in due to the changing retailscape. Improving urban inner city 

neighborhoods, while incorporating existing residents and not “pricing them out” or 

making them feel unwelcome in their own neighborhood retailscapess has not been 

easy to achieve. Gentrification has thus become a lightning rod for controversy.  

In spite of multi-decade fights for various revitalization projects, Watts has 

not gentrified. A theater complex has been stalled. A Tony Hawk skate park has been 

blocked. Large retailers have backed out of intents to build. There are myriad reasons 

for this that are beyond the scope of this work. Those include California politics and 

the elimination of the redevelopment agencies that approved and distributed state and 

federal project money on February 12, 2012 (State of California Department of 

Finance). 

The Assembled Retailscape in an Assembled Community in an Assembled City 

 

The relationality of assemblage theory has recently been used in urban studies 

to analyze cities in ways that have previously been ontologically obscured. By using 
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the lens of cities, communities, and consumers as assemblages, we can ask different 

questions in urban studies and retail studies to see the tensions and mismatches. Other 

theoretical lenses, by operating under a vision of units of analysis, can privilege the 

customer over the retailscape, the store over the community, the community 

infrastructure over the residents.  

CONTEXT 

Demographics and Location 

As discussed in Chapter 3 Context, Watts started as a Mexican working 

hacienda, and was eventually was incorporated as a city with a population that was 

somewhat integrated. In the 40s it housed the workers that worked in local 

manufacturing industries. As World War II progressed and war industries boomed, 

the need for workers skyrocketed. The Second Great Migration brought tens of 

thousands of black immigrants from areas in the South like Louisiana, coming for 

work. Many settled in Watts because of housing restrictions that did not allow them 

to buy in other areas. There was an underlying contentiousness between the white 

workers, the previous Mexican residents, and the Asian population (who also suffered 

racial prejudice and, for the Japanese, literal internment), and the black population. 

Competition for jobs and homes increased. As jobs dried up as industrial 

manufacturing businesses closed, white and Hispanic residents left an increasing 

black majority. Black residents were squeezed financially, as well as subjected to 
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police discrimination, continuing restrictive housing covenants and practices, subpar 

services, and the community ramifications that attend poverty.  

In1943, the Zoot Suit riots occurred, targeting first Hispanic youth, then 

African Americans in Watts. This was a riot in which white men came into the area, 

invaded businesses, and stripped men of their Zoot suits, then beat them. These were 

called race riots. In 1965 a mass uprising occurred, as noted in Chapter 3, 

alternatively called the Watts Riots, the Uprising, or the Rebellion. This was a riot, in 

contrast, where the African American residents of Watts and African American 

outsiders burned businesses. These were also called race riots. In 1992, a riot 

occurred in South Los Angeles where African American and Hispanic participants 

targeted largely Korean-owned businesses. This has been called an economic riot. .  

In the rash of scholarship, popular media analysis, fire department, police 

department and government investigations that ensued, the causes of the conflict 

became a story of a people subjected to subprime housing, lack of jobs, police 

brutality, lack of services, and “gouging” by local retailers and businesses, preying on 

the poor of the inner city (California McCone Report 1965; Fire Department Los 

Angeles 1965; Horne 1997; Sides 2003). This was not just the opinion of the liberal 

left. This was the age of the Civil Rights Movement, and Martin Luther King Jr. and 

others had made inroads on the consciousness of the nation that the condition of black 

America needed to be improved.  

The majority of the Watts community did not participate in the rioting and 

looting. But the Uprising came to be seen as a fight against unfair conditions, leading 
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directly or indirectly to an increase in the black nationalist movement, the Nation of 

Islam, and more militant organizations to fight for equality such as the Black Panther 

Party. The opinion that the poor black of the inner city were protesting abominable 

circumstances was burned into the collective consciousness along with the iconic 

images of the businesses on the main streets of Watts being burned and destroyed. 

The tinderbox of circumstances that ignited on the August evening when police and 

Watts citizens interacted, and the conflagration of the businesses of Watts three days 

later that is pictured in iconic images are conflated.  

What was much less studied was those businesses that burned as rioters took 

to the streets, and the business landscape in Watts now. What happens when an area 

loses its businesses quickly in a large scale event? Why would it not rebuild? When 

does it rebuild as it was, Vs becoming a new community in its place? Unlike New 

Orleans post Katrina (cf Weinberger and Wallendorf 2012), which was rebuilt much 

the same with many businesses taking pride in their rebirth and continuation, in 

Watts, most of the businesses did not come back after the riots burned them out. 

Further, its resistance to gentrification unlike many other communities in the Los 

Angeles area, has been an enigma.  

After the uprising, Watts remained a violent place of poverty. It went through 

a crack epidemic, and was and is close to the heart of the Crips and Bloods gang 

violence. Black residents followed the white residents before them as white flight 

became black flight to communities in the suburbs—often in the South Bay, Harbor, 

and West Side areas of Los Angeles.  



131 
 

Presently in Watts, a new group of low income resident Hispanic immigrants 

has moved in to replace black residents who have moved “up and out” - a typical 

urban sociological pattern of movement (Halle et al. 2013). There are African 

Americans who have stayed in the area, whether by choice or not (Schau and DuFault 

2014), but they are by far the area’s population minority (US Census 2010; Halle et 

al. 2013). In a typical urban growth pattern, the next wave of poor immigrants moved 

in to take the place of the fleeing black population. The area became a majority 

Hispanic in the 80s, and now is 73 percent Latino, and less than a quarter black. 

Asian residents’ demographic share is hovering at about 2 percent and white and 

other are at 1 percent.  

The Unbanked: Cash, credit, mobile transactions, and retail 

Watts also has banks and credit unions, but like many inner cities, it also has 

an underground economy. An aspect of retail in Watts that is common to many 

underserved neighborhoods is the notion of the “unbanked.” This is the system of the 

people who use alternative financial institutions to meet their financial needs, and the 

institutions that serve them. The Pew Health Report released a study in 2010 titled: 

“Unbanked by Choice: A look at how low-income Los Angeles households manage 

the money they earn.” This report looked at eight underserved neighborhoods in Los 

Angeles with similar socio-economic status.  

The proliferation of check-cashing, title loan, and pawn shop businesses in 

inner city areas is often seen as a symptom of a system-gone-wrong, a sign of an 

underserved neighborhood, part of blight. However, for residents of an underserved 
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area, cash may be king, because credit is impossible to get. Check-cashing businesses 

that cash paychecks for a high fee but with no requirement to undergo the screening 

necessary to open an account, or title loan companies that loan money on a car’s pink 

slip without a credit check, may be the only “legitimate” place to get vital funds for 

everyday life, such as grocery shopping or paying rent. The banking system that is 

seen on the surface as we drive by the banks and credit unions in a town’s streets is 

not available to everyone. Further, in some cases, it is not even trusted.  

There is a complicated interplay between structure and agency of the 

American financial system and poor Americans. The days of an economic or legal 

fresh start seem to be disappearing for the disadvantaged—there is little that can be 

done to reinvent oneself after one’s social security number, name, employer, 

telephone and/or address is linked to the credit agencies, the check systems, the renter 

reporting businesses, insurance companies, background check vehicles or 

employment verification—let alone the criminal justice system. Immigration status 

leads to the complexity. Mistrust of, and lack of access to, financial institutions, 

affects retail and real estate in the area. Retail ignores the implications of the 

unbanked and those that use alternative financial institutions at its own peril. 

FINDINGS 

The Change in Retailscapes as the Backgrounding of Watts 

The businesses of Watts punctuate many of the famous or infamous picture of 

the riots. Local business fronts are the backdrop to National Guard tanks rumbling 
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down neighborhood main streets with their turrets passing storefronts. Curfews were 

put in place, and empty storefronts are pictured silent and empty. This is in contrast to 

the pictures of looting where rioters made the front cover of Life Magazine, carrying 

a proliferation of wares from ransacked stores. Makeshift signs were posted at main 

streets into business districts: “Turn left or get shot.” One iconic photo shows acrid 

smoke billowing in two malevolent towering lines over what would come to be 

known as Charcoal Alley—the business center where “the businesses burned and they 

never came back” (Janice, informant). Firefighters can be seen withdrawing from 

saving burning businesses due to hostile gunfire from snipers:  

Saturday night was relatively calm although a block of stores was 

burned on one of the main thoroughifares. At that particular location, fire units 

had to abandon their efforts three separate times and withdraw because of 

sniper fire. A gun battle ensued between law enforcement officers, the 

National Guard, and the snipers (Los Angeles Fire Department 1965) 

In our methodology, we used a photographic visual ethnography and historical 

analysis of 1000+ images of Watts from 1965 until today. For the 1965 iconic riot 

photographs, we used a technique of photoshopping out, or otherwise removing, the 

central figure(s) in the area of attention of the original photo. We call this “reversing 

figure and ground.” This had the effect of allowing us to analyze the photograph 

without the artist’s original intentions—often a photojournalist telling a story by the 

presence of an image that is startling when juxtaposed with the background. This 

allowed us to see how central the businesses were to the Watts riots. We also 
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analyzed photos of shoppers at the time of the riots, picking their way through debris 

wearing dresses and heels and neatly carrying purses and shopping bags.  

A Changing Retail Landscape that Reflects the Culture but Not the Narrative 

 

The Latino bodegas can feel inhospitable to outsiders. The signs are 

exclusively in Spanish, the products are unfamiliar, English is not spoken. Our Lady 

of Guadalupe hand-painted signs and murals accompany the hand-painted store 

fronts. Consumers used to more typical American stores or boutiques are often not 

sure if this is a public or private space because the signage and structure do not 

indicate an open store.  

 However, this is not the “outsider” community of Watts—this is, arguably, 

the insider community. These bodegas serve the majority Watts demographic. The 

writers who write about the rebuilding of Watts to restore its past glory as a bastion of 

African American historical celebration are missing the fact that this would require 

building over the top of a very real, very present, overwhelming majority of Watts 

residents and businesses. The businesses that are here in Watts now serving the 

Latino community are indeed fulfilling their community function. When one takes the 

exit off of the 105 freeway into Watts, at the side of the freeway is first a “Watts 

Towers” small historical directional sign, then a huge monument-looking structure in 

a shopping center announcing its name “Plaza Mexico.” Yet most of the drawings I 

have seen for the new development projects (that most often have not come to fruition 

during this project after years or even decades of fights back and forth in committee, 
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council, funding, and neighborhood infighting) seem to picture Caucasian or African 

American skin tones in their artistic renderings of their projects. It feels as if much of 

the rebuilding of Watts is being attempted over the top of an invisible and quiet 

structure of the large majority of Hispanic residents. This majority is probably even 

larger than we think given the “uncountable”—those who due to immigration status 

are not counted in census or population numbers. When demographic numbers are 

run, not only is Watts 74% Hispanic/Latino—it is almost half from “another country.” 

The culture of the Latino businesses that can lead to a feeling of “outsider 

unwelcome” is not unique to the Latino businesses. Inside of the Watts Coffee House 

today can make it feel somewhat of an inaccessible third space for outsiders also. 

The Coffee House is a veritable museum of African American culture, from 

the Louisiana homage to the immigration of blacks from Louisiana to Los Angeles, to 

the television running the “Wattstax” concert video in a loop, to the jazz festival 

brochures from the past years in Watts. The location and feel of exclusivity mean that 

there can be an acculturation process for outsiders to find and enjoy the restaurant, 

similar to the necessity that is talked about in “House by House” for immigrants to 

assimilate into Watts. This trepidation of moving over boundaries is reflected in my 

field notes. (Appendices A and B) 

The Morphing of Institutions Into Sacred Spaces that Serve as Business Blockers 

 

The Watts Towers, as noted in Chapter 4, that are revered now, were 

introduced with a story about “Bizarre Watts Towers” in the LA Times (12-11-1959). 
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They were not an icon of the black neighborhood. They were created by an 

Italian immigrant. As in many of the myths of Watts, it is a struggle to find the 

“truth” of the narrative, and the truth now lies in what is told and retold, what is left 

out, what pieces of coding DNA (DeLanda 2007) remains in the story. The Watts 

Towers morphed from outsider bizarre structure to sacred landmark that is now 

invariably pictured in the background of any Watts event promo literature, in the 

photos on the walls of a new restaurant, in the foreground of a news story on Watts. 

They are on the walls of Loco’l, the walls of the Watts Coffee House, behind the gang 

task force that negotiated a miraculous peace between the Crips and the Bloods, and 

on the posters for the yearly jazz festival. But the “truth” of their creation and 

appropriation by the black community does not really matter here. The Towers 

represent the black Watts community history now, as people tell stories of their 

children helping Simon Rodea, the Italian who built them, by bringing him broken 

plates and bottles (his biography states this is not true—he used fine pottery pieces 

from Italy), stories of standing in front of the Towers so they weren’t bulldozed down 

(also evidently not true—they were stress-tested and passed the tests). Just as in the 

story of an engagement proposal told from the side of the wife and the husband (Red 

dress or blue dress? After dinner or before?) the truth of the story of the Watts Towers 

now lies in the emotion and significance of the telling of these narratives and growing 

myths. The Towers are an embodied piece of African American history of Watts. 

The mythical, and some would argue sacred, place of the Towers in the black 

community of Watts has served to block business development in the Cultural 
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Crescent in which they are located. Reports Time Magazine about part of the Watts 

community fight to keep out a Tony Hawk Skate Park that was approved and funded 

(and ultimately failed to be built after high-controversy battle): 

Moody and other members of a small community of artists affiliated with 

the Watts Towers Arts Center, which was established on the grounds in 1964, 

consider the Towers sacrosanct. "This area is called 'The Cultural Crescent'," she 

says, referring to the official name of the park, The Watts Towers Cultural 

Crescent. "A skateboard park doesn't fit with that." Edward Landler, a filmmaker 

who made a 2006 documentary on Rodia called I Build the Tower, agrees. "It's 

like putting a skateboard park in front of the Taj Mahal," he says. (Time 

Magazine, May 25, 2011) 

An informant in this study has been working to build a theater complex for 

over two decades, also near the Cultural Crescent. The Cultural Crescent is close to 

the train station, close to the gang-neutral space of the Towers, close to the main 

shopping center. This informant has gotten repeated approvals and fundings, only to 

have them fought against and pulled each and every time. She even had a large 

celebration on the Paramount back lot when it looked like everything was a go—with 

jazz theme, Century Boulevard, Watts in its remembered glory days recreated, and 

dressed-to-the-nine guests. But the project hit a snag with another road block to 

building in the Crescent. The sacrosanct area, acting as a component of the 

assemblage with its own agency, appears to be able to join forces with opposed forces 

and rebuff business projects from community outsiders and insiders alike.  
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The Watts jazz festival is another institution that has morphed into sacrosanct 

status. It occurs in the Cultural Crescent and has joined in the celebration of black 

history of Watts. However, in this article from The Afro from August 15, 1970 (the 

five-year anniversary of the uprising), the following quote is made about the summer 

festival (that now is called the Simon Rodea Day of the Drum and Jazz Festival): 

“This festival is a freak show and has nothing to do with the African American 

community. It is lip service.” 

However, jazz was king in Watts in the 30s and 40s. Just as in Harlem in New 

York, Watts was a happening place with iconic jazz locations, celebrities like Frank 

Sinatra attending the clubs, and a burgeoning popularity. Jazz festivals that create this 

time are woven from a world-wide soundtrack for the Watts jazz festival, always 

harking back to its nexus in Watts as a place for musical incubation and creation. Jazz 

exploded into American popular culture in Harlem, New York in the 1920s. The jazz 

scene that was jumping in Harlem night clubs such as the Cotton Club and the Apollo 

quickly moved forward to the West Coast. In Southern California, thriving jazz clubs 

grew up in areas of South Central Los Angeles and the community of Watts. This age 

of jazz has left a musical legacy. 

Jazz musicians, then and today, embody a certain type of artistic aesthetic that 

is, simply, “cool.” This aesthetic is capitalized upon and marketed by jazz festival 

organizers, jazz festival musicians, jazz festival vendors, and community developers, 

among others. From Thelonius Monk t-shirts to colorful traditional African wear, 

many audience members in attendance dramaturgically perform their own 
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interpretations of jazz appreciation in consumption of products that signify this 

aesthetic to others (Kozinets 200h2; Luedicke and Giesler 2008). The music and the 

merchandise is mutually produced, organized, and consumed by all involved (Oakes 

and Warnaby 2011; Pegg and Patterson 2010; Thrane 2002). Importantly for this 

research, actors at a jazz festival are in possession of, and exhibit, conflicting market 

logics—for instance, the artistic as opposed to the economic (Glynn 2000; Glynn and 

Abzug 2002; Glynn and Lounsbury 2005). Jazz festivals are classic assemblages in a 

constant state of becoming as actors, environment, and materiality change (Coole and 

Frost, 2010; Martin and Schouten 2014).  

A New Neutral 

 

In spite of the community repetitions that have entrenched the myths of Watts 

into assemblages and components of assemblages, there exists the potential to create 

a new neutral—a new place of deterritorialized space where components can depart 

from their territorialized assemblages and mix with others on neutral ground. This 

appears to be what Roy Choi is attempting to do with Loco’l, his restaurant. Roy has 

taken an opportunity that arises from the entrenched myths’ properties of ambiguity, 

as McDonagh et al. write about the Titanic myth. Ambiguity appears to be what leads 

to a myth’s power and resiliency and ability to hold people’s imaginations and take 

root in a collective consciousness. The myths of Watts, being based in part on bits of 

code that have been borrowed from stories and repeated over and over to the point of 

meme without a genesis, have created just such an ambiguous set of myths. Simon 
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Rodea creating the Watts Towers that are now a symbol of black hope. The jazz 

festival being made up of people and vendors performing from outside of Watts 

celebrating the people of Watts for creating the jazz of the jazz festival also celebrates 

the history of black Watts. The author asked a jazz festival musician, “So, you’re 

from Watts?” He pulled her close to whisper, “Honey, ain’t none of us from Watts.” 

The “truth” of the current reality is less important than the replication and recreation 

of a myth that perpetuates in time to create a connection to history and an ownership 

to the myth.  

Choi has used the ambiguity of Watts’ myths to insert his own mythology of 

Loco’l—an integrated place of community where all the “Los Angeles sons” (his 

biography is titled “Los Angeles’ Son”) and daughters can come to enjoy a “holler” 

and good food—just as it used to be or just as it is now, in his reality version of 

Watts: 

"It's a beautiful thing, you know?" said Choi as he took a break from delivering 

trays of burgers and yotchays to the crowds of mostly locals that had been filling 

the restaurant in the days before it opened as part of an extended "friends and 

family" run. "You see how Watts is. You holler at each other. The energy is the 

corner, the block — so why shut that off?" Choi says about the screened doors 

and windows. (Los Angeles Times, 2016)  

Choi has even created his own myth of his Loco’l characters that emblazon 

his branded apparel for his restaurant, on sale online. These are little characters that 

look a little different from each other—for instance the main character, Herow, wears 
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a beanie. (Herow’s beanie, in human size, with Herow wearing his beanie with Herow 

is also available for sale online.)  

The myth of Loco’l is used to perpetuate the myth of Choi and Loco’l as a 

savior to the community, rather than the harbinger of gentrification. As heard on 

NPR, Choi descrbies Herow and his crew as the last ones who have possession of the 

magic seeds of good food. They are able to save them, plant them, and rescue the city 

from the blight of unhealthy disastrous food, and thereby save the world. This gives 

new meaning embedded in the news story highlighting Ted Watkins’ son talking 

about the farmer’s market he brought into Watts that is entitled: “ Roy Choi’s Locol 

Isn’t the Only One Bringing Health Food to Watts” (2016). The fight for hero(w) 

status is on. Authenticity will be a continued battle. Who can lay claim to being 

Watts? A recent LA Weekly article entitled, “No Leonardo DiCaprio, You Are Not 

From East Los Angeles” makes plain how much staking is involved and how 

authenticity can rear its head. The article states:  

The Academy Awards' Best Actor winner Leonardo DiCaprio has said 

it at least twice this month: He's from East Los Angeles. The problem is, he's 

not. 

We would normally let such a white-guy lie slide. But East L.A. represents 

culture, hardship and ethnic roots that are hard-earned. The unincorporated 

L.A. County community east and southeast of downtown is a storied heart of 

Mexican-American California, the place where the Chicano movement 

pierced the national conscience with student walkouts in 1968, where Garfield 
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High School's Jaime Escalante taught the children of poor immigrants to excel 

in math, and where low-rider and cholo style cruised Whittier Boulevard and 

ended up influencing youths around the world. DiCaprio was a part of none 

of that, and to claim otherwise is cultural theft. 

(Romero 2016 Emphasis mine) 

Cultural theft due to claiming that one’s eastern Los Angeles time in Echo 

Park and Los Feliz could be construed as being from East LA is an interesting 

accusation. What is East LA, South LA, South Central, the West Side, the Harbor 

area, the South Bay—these are moving boundaries and constantly shifting. However, 

new third places that attempt to be inclusive in retailscapes—like Choi’s Loco’l and a 

theater project that had an event in the Cultural Crescent welcoming black and brown, 

are a break in the extreme territorialization of Watts as a closed ethnic neighborhood, 

thereby avoiding accusations of “cultural theft” as well as feeling open to all. Recent 

visits to Loco’l have felt comfortable to everyone to whom I’ve spoken, interviewed, 

talked to at the restaurant, and to the people I’ve brought there. The attempt at 

inclusivity starts with a cartoon character—who, arguably, could be serving the 

purpose of taking the place of the larger-than-life heroes of Watts past. The 

materiality of the infinitely rearrangible cubes instead of tables and chairs, the music 

and food smells drawing you in. These all work in concert to provide a new neutral 

and this appears to be an opening for new retail to capitalize upon this.  

Redevelopment as a utopian view of a nostalgic and mythic past results 

ultimately in a tightly territorialized space where, paradoxically, there’s no “There” 
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There.” Redevelopment with an eye to inclusivity and a creation of new shared myths 

appears, instead, to light a road to a deterritorialized future with the ability to create 

and develop new capacities for neighborhood service and retail components, and new 

assemblages for neighborhood retailscapes.  

Choi’s restaurant Loco’l appears to have disrupted the Servicescape by 

eschewing nostalgia, flaunting famous chefs, being inexpensive, and creating a Jane 

Jacobs style lively, open air neighborhood corner. It has circumvented the structural 

obstacle of “fast food” definition by not technically being stand-alone. It has 

circumvented the tight liquor licenses by being open for inexpensive lunch and dinner 

items, like a Pei Weis or a Chipotles. It has circumvented the hostility to outsiders by 

creating a place comfortable to all residents. Disruption by a new kind of relationship 

has begun. It gives a third place for a new discourse of Watts--one with star chefs, 

affordable and healthy food, employment for residents, and an opening for secondary 

retail to build around it to support the needs of foot traffic, patrons, and workers.  

DISCUSSION 

 

Commercializing and “selling” the place-branded history of Watts has not 

worked so far. The relationships of retailers there to their customers are either 

dysfunctional or loyal, but loyal to the demographics already present. Their borders 

feel territorialized to outsiders, creating an impermeable wall. Infighting over 

development projects such as the skate park, the theater complex, and limiting the 

cultural crescent to to obsequiece to the Towers, but not to invite the creatives that 
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often are the first to move into a gentrifying area, creates a further wall. DeLanda’s 

assemblage description of ethnic neighborohods resonates in Watts. The knobs of 

coding and territorialization are both turned very high up, as it were. This is 

interesting because to DeLanda, this is the equivalent of a Deleuzean-Guattarian 

assemblage approaching stratum. Stratum have uncomfortable positions when 

touching—they are each highly coded to be different. The territorialization is high. 

There is not much ability for a component in one assemblage to break off and move 

to another assemblage and increase capacities or change the other assemblage. And to 

DeLanda, when he describes this type of a position, he uses the example of a civil war 

between two different ethnic neighborhoods. This entails being hyper-aware of your 

own coding for your own membership in your assemblage, and hyper-aware of 

others’. Not only of outsiders from the neighborhood, or of people of another 

ethnicity, but also of your own ethnicity and assemblage memberships. You notice if 

people do not go to church. You notice if people do not act the way you think they 

should act. Each assemblage’s components begin to police the others to ensure that 

their coding remains consistent with the assemblage’s. 

The “Re-Mythologizing” of a Community and the Accompanying Retail Changes 

 

Martin Luther King Day 2016: A new “sit down restaurant” named Loco’l 

opens in Watts. Loco’l is a creative name that incorporates the Spanish word “crazy” 

with an apostrophe then an “L”, that results in a pronunciation that sounds like the 

word “local.” Local is a big deal in South Central and in Watts. Outsiders have had a 
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somewhat rocky history of business success here. In fact, perceived outsiders—

including Jewish and Caucasian business owners in the Watts Rebellion of 1965, and 

Korean business owners in the 1992 Los Angeles riots, have had a very difficult time 

at certain historic crossroads.  

 Loco’l is an open air inside/outside patio-seating restaurant that, in spite of 

being, technically, a fast food restaurant, serves delicious food with inventive top 

notch ingredients. It is having its grand opening. The line to get in is hundreds-long 

and wraps around the block in an area that may or may not be active gang territory, 

according to who in line you ask, and how up-to-date they are on their gang 

boundaries. The workers are almost all local residents, and almost all black. The 

owner is a celebrity Korean chef. The food is an unusual fusion of Asian, Mexican, 

and Southern flavors which echoes the racial mix of the community of Watts. People 

wait for hours to get served. Media throng around the patrons and vie to interview the 

chef.  

Media hoopla over a hot new restaurant would not be remarkable, perhaps, 

other places, other times. Says Choi: 

But this is Watts, and the opening of a new “sit down restaurant” feels 

momentous. The fact that it has been put together with a team of four superstar chefs, 

and the one who gets mobbed by foodies and media alike is here, is almost beside the 

point. Its limited hours at opening, with certain days closed and an earlier evening 

closing, have been expanded so that now it is open seven days/week, for breakfast 

until dinner, 7am-9pm. 
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Informants in this project, people in the news, local government officials, and 

posters on various web sites have stated repeatedly over the years “There are no sit 

down restaurants” in the area since Watts’ mass 1965 community devastation. But on 

this day (joining the other restaurants that are here in Watts already but are largely 

unheralded) there is a new sit down restaurant, and it is a media sensation. Loco’l 

opened kitty-corner to the Watts Coffee House—an iconic location that has been part 

of the Watts community in spirit since before the 1965, and in physical presence 

starting again in the 90s. This feels apropos. Loco’l was opened five months after the 

August Watts Uprising 50 year commemoration, January 2016, at a spot where 

businesses were burned out. From the front of L’ocol, you can see a new canvas sign 

for the Watts Coffee House on the chain link fence that surrounds the Mafundi 

building that houses it. 

Roy Choi, co-owner of Loco’l, is a two-star Michelin chef and owner/creator 

of the wildly successful Kogi BBQ food truck enterprise. When Choi talks about his 

restaurant, that serves signature Roy Choi inventions for pricepoints that start at $1, 

made with healthy ingredients, and its location in Watts, he sounds like an evangelist. 

His message style is changed slightly when he talks to a Korean student association at 

University of Southern California, or to a global gathering of chefs in Europe, or to 

the media in LA, or to Watts residents, workers, and those who donated funds. But it 

is always a message of hope and quest: bringing good food to poor urban 

neighborhoods. Choi seeks to ameliorate what is known as the “food desert” 

phenomenon in Watts. He has said he is opening another Loco’l in “Charcoal Alley”-
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--the heart of the riot conflagration that was the picture to the world of the burning of 

the Watts businesses.  

 Choi has done the same thing in the San Francisco Tenderloin district—

opening a L’ocol there before the Watts opening. This venture appears, at least to 

Choi, to be disconnected from the potential gentrification effects of a hot eatery in a 

potentially hot location. The highly controversial word “gentrification” is rare in this 

discourse. The $1 price points of menu items and almost all-local staff is highlighted. 

The pumping music and smells of tantalizing creations on the grill spill out of the 

open air Loco’l windows into the street, and draw you in--as does Choi’s talk about 

his “mission.” Is it possible to have a new awesomely cool place that is inclusive to 

all races, community members and outsiders, and yet does not result in the typical 

retailscape changes of gentrification that pushes existing residents out as prices 

become too high? But Choi’s and his investors’ visions may not be as far from typical 

gentrification visions of urban renewal after all: 

Questlove: So what is the biggest challenge that you're facing to make this a 

reality? 

Choi: There haven't really been any challenges, man, because when we get 

our minds on something, you can't stop the show. I already see 

neighborhoods filled with kids who, in seven years, will see a whole new 

world in front of them. Streets that were filled with liquor stores turning 

into fourth-wave coffee shops and artisan bakeries and providing jobs. 

The challenge for me is just staying at pace and realizing that the physical 
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world has to catch up to what I see in my dreamworld…. (Questlove 

Interview, downloaded at http://www.papermag.com/questlove-talks-to-the-

chefs-behind-the-revolutionary-fast-food-concep-1427564882.html January 

2016) 

If an eatery with “foodie buzz” brings tourists from around the world to a 

neighborhood, and that neighborhood turns from “liquor stores into fourth-wave 

coffee shops and artisan bakeries”—that sounds like classic gentrification. Following 

eateries, and foodies, generally come upscale shops in a typical gentrification. Watts 

has had a hard time bringing in new businesses, between the high insurance costs 

after the riots and today because of the violence, the liquor bans for restaurants, the 

infighting for approvals for each step of projects, and the fighting models of 

present/absentee ownership working with fear of living in this space. The model of 

gentrification resistance in Watts appears to be a surprisingly united front of the black 

community members’ ownership of the community’s myths, the Hispanic 

community’s spreading retail culture and space, and repeated rituals such as the jazz 

festival that creates a very stabilized urban assemblage that repels the gentrification 

community: 

 However, the Jordan Downs housing project, close to the new restaurant, has 

just gotten a 6.1 million dollar grant for rebuilding the dilapidated project bungalows 

into multi-use housing, to put in units to replace the multi-family structures that 

currently are a home community to hundreds of urban poor. In the plans, more 

upscale residents are imagined residing alongside those with housing vouchers and 

http://www.papermag.com/questlove-talks-to-the-chefs-behind-the-revolutionary-fast-food-concep-1427564882.html%20January%202016
http://www.papermag.com/questlove-talks-to-the-chefs-behind-the-revolutionary-fast-food-concep-1427564882.html%20January%202016
http://www.papermag.com/questlove-talks-to-the-chefs-behind-the-revolutionary-fast-food-concep-1427564882.html%20January%202016
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subsistence programs. “All who remain in good standing with the housing authority” 

are given assurances that they can stay. The project includes mixed-use retail, 

restaurants, and services. The envisioned mixed-use Jordan Downs residential/retail 

plan is located adjacent to the census tract where Loco’l in located. Loco’l is on the 

far southwest corner of that tract, the Watts Coffee House and Mafundi institute is a 

block over and up to the Northeast, and all are relatively close to the Watts Towers art 

installation and cultural center, and from the historic Watts Station—nee “Kenneth 

Hahn” metro line hub. The Watts Station just got funding to be spruced up, and a 

decorative walk to the Watts Towers is in the works. Watts has resisted gentrification 

before. Will it do so again? 

Watts Retailscapes: Metaphor of the Phoenix 

 

The Mafundi Institute similarly appears positioned well, as do the Cultural 

Center, the Watts Towers. In the Hispanic community, the storefront shops that rose 

from the ashes of the burnt out business ruins appear resilient. As per traditional 

businesses as many people think of them, the Martin Luther King Jr. shopping 

center—next to the Kenneth Hahn station and passed on one’s way to L’ocol and the 

Watts Coffee House appears entrenched. It arose from the ahses of the riots as well, 

but not in the form of the Boys Market center it replaced. Its Food 4 Less is perceived 

by the black informants in this study as a poor grocery store, with subpar produce, a 

terrible selection, signs in Spanish, and disrespectful self check out. The shoe store in 

the center is a Payless and that is seen as someplace “I would never buy shoes” (five 
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informants). The food in the center consists of a Popeyes Chicken drivethrough and a 

is a dysfunctional relationship with some community members.  

Ruins as Sacred Ground 

 

The ruins of the age of the riots and jazz clubs are held as sacred, and are 

resistant to commercialization. But the sacred is built upon both a utopian and 

dystopian view of a mythic past that is present in just a small percentage of the 

population. Redevelopment efforts that hinge around this have not been successful.  

Many groups are working to change the markets in Watts in order to improve 

the liveability of the area for residents and the attractiveness of the area for 

businesses. There is a difficulty, however. The most vocal and visible of the 

champions for Watts is the African American contingent that has the most invested in 

the historical narrative. However, that contingent has decreased to less than a quarter 

of the population—many of whom are under the poverty line and living in public 

housing with less voice, less power, and not as much perceived stake in improving the 

neighborhood’s perception to the outside. The Hispanic majority—and it is quite a 

majority at over 70 percent of the population—seems to be better-served by the 

existing stores, bodegas, businesses, and churches. Signs are in Spanish, decorations 

play to the cultural desires, and even the packaging in the traditional stores such as 

the main grocery store, Food-4-Less, is often in Spanish. Clerks, health care workers, 

clergy and etc. are often bilingual, many with a first language of Spanish and English 

a secondary language acquisition.  
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This reality crashes into a different reality that is inherent in cultural 

pluralism. African American residents, especially those with ties to the Watts area 

when it was a thriving jazz mecca, pre-riots when black-owned and traditional stores 

existed, and those whose memories include important identity-central narratives of 

Watts as a historical place of African American culture , do not see the existing retail 

landscape as optimal. They see every aspect of the streets of Watts as a direct affront 

to the Watts That Should Have Been or the Watts That Should Be. Their efforts to 

change the retail landscape of Watts are often to achieve a harking back to the time of 

the African American golden age. But this time never really existed. Pre-riots, the 

conditions were such that the lack of amenities and shopping in Watts were one of the 

causes to which the riots were attributed. Examining pictures of the charred streets 

after the fires of the riots, one can see the streets lined with payday loan businesses, 

tire and auto parts stores, and thrift stores, in addition to more the more traditional 

stores that are talked about in nostalgic ways.  

So the efforts to restore Watts retail is largely an effort to create, as 

Huntington Beach did (documented in Schau 2003), a better version of a time that 

never existed that exists in nostalgia in the minds of those who have moved on from 

living in the community. Those that live in the community are disconnected from this 

vision because they came after, did not live it, and are not living it now. Some that 

move into the community come for the heritage, as did the neighbors of Clarisse. But 

most that move to the community are low income Hispanics replacing low income 

Blacks and keeping the community in a status quo.  
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The tension between creating a nostalgic Watts and the existing Watts is 

complicated by the layers of history. However, the performance of these discourses at 

the jazz festival, the Towers, the language spoken keep this discourse front and center 

in Watts, and call to mind the violence of its past and the uncertainty of its present.  

Ideology has been shown to be a strong force that influences the shopping 

choices of minority consumers who shop within their impoverished community, and 

who do, or do not, come back to shop in it after they move “up and out.” Crockett and 

Wallendorf examine Black consumers in a predominantly African-American 

neighborhood in depth (2004) and find that Black Nationalism Vs Black Liberalism, 

as well as response of exit from the neighborhood, giving voice to norm violation 

concerns, and loyalty to the normative ideological cause and neighborhood all play a 

role in consumers’ consumption preferences and practices. However, in this study, 

black residents and consumers seemed to voice black normative political ideology, 

and black liberal ideology simultaneously. The distanced themselves from the 

violence in Watts, while simultaneously stating variations of pride, understanding, 

sympathy, or empathy with the rioters.  

Retail in Watts at the time of the riots was central, vibrant and thriving. 

However, some retailers’ relationships with the community were not. The fire 

department reports and Whitewash Watts and White on Black all contradict the 

McCone report and say that certain of these businesses were targeted by Watts 

rioters: 



153 
 

Unlike Crockett and Wallendorf’s (2004) findings, in Watts, there appears to 

be an admixture of BNPI and BLI in the African American informants. Consumer 

culture is more about staking claim to the Watts space and narrative. The ideologies 

are mixed in all informants, but the feelings that African Americans have a ‘right’ to 

the space is often voiced. When an older African American man at the Watts towers 

was asked why businesses had a difficult time being built in the Cultural Crescent—

the area surrounding the Watts Towers—the writer was admonished  with gravitas to 

go home and study her history to find out what had transpired in that location. The 

Uprising/Rebellion was a war where blood was shed, and the towers are sacred 

ground. The stories that have been told, the myths that come down through time, are 

ones of violence that feel tinged with a paradoxical mixture of distancing and  

association—shame and pride. 

Unlike the situation after Katrina in New Orleans (Weinberger and 

Wallendorf 2012), Watts’ mass destruction came not from a natural disaster, but from 

a group of rioters. But the black community, unlike New Orleans, owns the mythical 

narratives now.   

Liquid Retailscapes and Servicescapes as Power Transfer Articulation Points 

  

Although retailing, restaurants and servicescapes sometimes seem to belong to 

a separate set of studies, theorizing the retailscapes in which consumer behavior 

occurs is an imperative aspect of the sociocultural study of consumer culture. 

Consumer culture theorists contribute to retail theorization in contexts that vary from 
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American Girl Stores (Kozinets et al. 2002) to English royal history museum shops 

(Otnes et al. 2011; Otnes et al. 2015) to the magic of luxury (Dion and Arnould 

2011). Theorizing retailscapes as ever-changing entities has been a gap. 

The capacities and assemblages of consumers are affected by the structure of 

the retail landscape assemblage, and the structure of retail assemblage is affected by 

the agency of consumers and their capacities in their assemblages. For instance, 

French national and regional culture enriches its retail narrative, and as the French 

retailscapes grow and fire consumer imagination, they create a return effect on French 

culture. As another example, the industry for sex toys has changed Brazilian women’s 

view of their own sexuality, which in turn has changed the industry, and the industry 

has changed both Brazilian culture and Brazilian female consumer identity (Whalthan 

and Schouten 2016). An iterative imaginative effect also allows narratives and culture 

to transcend local boundaries to become a global presence (Akaka, Schau and Vargo 

2012; Dion and Arnould 2011). An imagined narrative can follow a store around the 

world as retailers open versions of it far and wide. The Internet further expands the 

space of retail and impacts the evolution of the consumer relationship with the 

retailscape in yet a different way (Bradford and Sherry 2013). But narratives change. 

Culture also changes. How does the relationship between culture, narrative and 

retailscape respond when each of the three parts of that triangle are in the process of 

changing and growing?  

In a physical structure, a u-joint connects various working parts in concert 

with each other—the u joint allows different parts to articulate and move and transfer 
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power from one to the other without breaking. In some ways, that’s what retail does 

in our contemporary culture. As culture changes, and identities change, the resources 

for adapting come from retail. And they come from not just retail, but from liquid 

retail—the changing of the retail landscape with the changing of the community it lies 

within and with the identifies of the customers it serves.  

When people are dissatisfied, they often vote with their wallets—in other 

words, they express their changing allegiances with the language of retail. e.g. when 

people in Helsinki started feeling like the city wasn’t doing what it needed to do, the 

language they chose was retail. Pop up shops and restaurants opened for a day. It 

wasn’t about just cooking and selling food, it was the language they used to say the y 

were dissatisfied with social and spatial relations into the city. They turned private 

into public spaces (homes) and public into private for a couple hours. And they turned 

to retail to do it.  

It could be said that retail is a lifeline for connection—it stretches and pulls, 

breaks and repairs, as tensions mount as rates and times of changes crash against each 

other  

CONCLUSION: Liquid Retail and Consumption Lifelines 

 

In this study we find that retailscapes and servicescapes can be contested 

zones in a cultural war for place dominance, and for gentrification resistance, when 

an iconic place with narrative changes demographics. Redevelopment of an 

underserved area centers first around bringing in restaurants and retail that attract 
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more people from inside and outside the community. It often does so by igniting 

imaginations of investors and developers with a narrative. We find speed bumps in 

development occur when a disparate retail landscape of a new majority has grown 

into a void left by an old myth of a past majority who has deserted place. In other 

words, when these new businesses only try to attract the past majority. It also is hung 

up when potential customers from the outside feel what amounts to a hostile wall that 

prevents their comfort in place.  

To be sure, poverty and violence persist in South Los Angeles, Compton, 

Watts, and the areas the gangsta rappers write about (Sides 2004). But the focus on 

outdated narratives of South Los Angeles for redevelopment of the area is not 

working. Failed retail development gambits are attempting to create revitalization 

projects harking back to a mythical past, to be built over the top of a disparate 

present. We see potential solutions for successful redevelopment projects by looking 

at, and incorporating, the current retail landscape and making inroads, as did Locol, 

with a mash-up of cultural comforts, at a price existing residents can afford.  

Apparent in everyday life in Watts, but invisible to many on the “outside,” our 

data illuminates retailscapes as an active contested boundary for cultural dominance. 

The current cultural realities of South Los Angeles with a Hispanic majority show 

retailscapes of bodegas, signs painted on outside stucco walls in Spanish, and typical 

American products in supermarkets with alternative Spanish names and labels (cf 

Penaloza 1994). In our photos, we see these as a vibrant retail landscape that is 

growing. The ruins we find, in contrast, are from the ages of the myth and the older 
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narrative. Further, we find that retail projects that extend from the old narratives 

repeatedly fail to “launch”—large multi-million dollar projects designed to bring back 

a number of “golden ages” wallow in decades-long quagmires of merry-go-round 

approval/denial processes and failure. Narratively conflicted investors, retailers, 

developers, and merchants abandon the region. Meanwhile, the bodegas, stores, and 

institutions that cater to the regional population majority claim more and more retail 

landscape space. The contested places, spaces, boundaries and power is evident in a 

regional consumer culture battle for both space and story.  

      The focus on outdated narratives of South Los Angeles that exclude new residents 

greatly hinders economic redevelopment. We see potential solutions for successful 

retailscapes by creating development projects that incorporate updated narratives, 

inclusive of the current population’s demographics and consumer culture preferences, 

rather than trying to force a return to past exclusive myths or narratives. 

CHAPTER 6: REVERSE ACCULTURATION: AGING IN PLACE IN A 

DRAMATICALLY CHANGING COMMUNITY 

 

You could not step twice into the same river;  

for other waters are ever flowing on to you. 

                           --Heraclitus 

This study examines the mundane and momentous practices and strategies 

employed by those that stay in community to “age in place,” even after most of their 

cohort peers have left and the community around them has dramatically changed. 

Prior sociological and consumer research has focused on community, place 
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attachment, and place integration as it relates to aging. The importance of 

consumption and choice for older consumers as they move through identity 

transitions that continue into old age have been of only recent interest (Schau and 

Gilly and Wolfinberger 2009; Barnhart and Penaloza 2013). However, the set of 

social, material and marketplace practices elderly consumers employ when they 

volitionally remain in a community that has lost many of their familiar markets has 

been largely neglected in the consumer behavior literature. Communities are not 

static. Instead, the physical, market, and social structures continuously evolve, 

sometimes slowly, sometimes rapidly.  

The current research focuses on understanding the ways that elderly stayers in 

a dramatically changing community engage in practices to cope with these changes in 

order to remain in their homes and within a familiar community. This work 

contributes to the fundamental understanding of markets by examining market 

structure in the context of fluid collectivities.  This research seeks to contribute to 

consumer behavior research on communities by theorizing the dynamic ways that 

embedded aging community members use marketplace and social resources to age in 

place. This research also contributes to the marketing strategy literature by identifying 

the consumption practices employed by those that choose to stay in changing 

communities. Finally, it adds to the social marketing literature by discussing policy 

that can help consumers overcome challenges associated with aging in place in 

changing urban environments—to the benefit of both the elderly consumer and the 

community itself.  
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In 2011, the AARP released a large-scale study that recommended policy to 

increase the ability of the elderly to age in place in their home communities. In this 

report’s introduction, neighborhood scenes that might have been drawn from a 

Hallmark commercial were used to paint a picture: 

AARP has long supported older adults’ desire to age in place, whether this 

means to grow old in the home where one raised children or in another 

noninstitutional setting in the community. During a lifetime, people develop 

connections to place and form relationships with neighbors, doctors, 

hairdressers and shopkeepers. They become intimately familiar with the route 

to downtown, the rhythm of summer concerts at the band shell park, the best 

places to get a coveted burger and personalized greeting. These associations, 

of value to both the individual and the community, cannot be quickly or easily 

replicated in a new environment. In essence, they can play a pivotal role in 

successful aging. (AARP, US Government 2011) 

This vision is, for some consumers, not a reality as communities and 

neighborhoods areound them evolve. What if the connections to “doctors, 

hairdressers and shopkeepers” are lost because these service providers have left the 

community? What if it is now difficult to find familiar foods, experiences, or products 

of a favored consumption constellation? What if broad institutions have changed to 

the extent that they no longer function as stable pillars of familiar identity? 

Consumers in such changing and changed communities face the difficulty of aging in 

place in a home community that is, paradoxically, a new environment. Whether the 
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consumer moves to a different community, or a different community evolves around 

the consumer, social and consumption practices must be changed. Stayers—those 

who stay in communities that change and evolve around them—may find themselves 

living in neighborhoods and towns with “neighbors who may be more remote than 

strangers” (Bourdieu 1985: 169; Clark 2012; Colton 2012). 

How, then, do elderly consumers who are living simultaneously in familiar 

and foreign worlds age in place? How do they “consume to stay?” 

THEORETICAL CONVERSATIONS 

Aging in Place 

 

Aging consumers and consumer behavior have been undertheorized in the 

consumer behavior and marketing literature with some notable exceptions (Schau et 

al. 2009; Barnhart and Penaloza 2011; Barnhart et al. 2014). The field is lagging 

behind in exploring this important consumption life stage, and that is unfortunate. The 

growth of those over age 65 is expected to explode within the next ten to twenty 

years. Aging in place is a topic of major importance within this space, because of its 

potential benefit to both the elderly consumer and their community.  

Appropriately, the aging and gerontology literature has looked at aging in 

place extensively. Neighborhoods have been lauded and criticized (Gardner 2011) 

and research has suggested promising practices for aging in place (Bookman 2008). 

Such practices offer the promise of health benefits to those that age in place (Black 
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2008).  Not surprisingly, policy makers have begun to offer recommendations to 

support the elderly as they seek to remain in their home community (McDonough and 

Davitt 2011). While research has indicated the importance of accessibility to places 

for the elderly to shop, or mechanisms to transport the elderly to shopping areas, there 

is not much research about the consumption practices performed by the elderly to 

maintain identity. We know very little about consumption by the elderly when their 

communities change around them—especially when these areas are dramatically 

changing or consist of lower-than-average income areas or higher-than-average 

crime. Golan (2008) goes so far as to call the wish for aging in place for homeowners 

in vulnerable areas with changing populations “irrational exuberance.” And yet, some 

homeowners do so, to the benefit of themselves and their neighborhoods. 

Elderly Consumption Practices 

The consumer behavior literature has looked at some aspects of the 

experiences and consumer behaviors of the elderly (Mason and Beardon 1978). 

Notable research has examined the elder population’s use of technology (Gilly and 

Zeithami 1985). Prior work has segmented segmenting the elderly population (Towle 

and Martin 1976; Lumpkin 1985). Research has also explored the elder shoppers’ 

perceptions of store images (Angell et al. 2014) and differences between Gen Y and 

Baby Boomers (Parment 2013).  

Research has revealed that shopping performances by the elderly can be both 

a source of social support and identity performance (Kang and Ridgway 1996; Schau 

et al. 2009). It can also be a major difficulty and irritant—especially for the gathering 
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of basic provisions such as groceries when mobility becomes an issue (Kohijoki 

2011; Sherman and Britton 1973; Mason and Beardon 1979). Unfortunately, research 

has not looked at the practices necessary to consume to stay in a changing 

neighborhood in order to age at home.  

In the sociological and CCT tradition, we define “consumption” as anything a 

consumer spends money, time or effort on—including products, experiences, home 

care activities, cooking, restaurant experiences, and the like, so we look to more than 

just “shopping” when considering consumption practices of the elderly. Consumption 

makes up a large part of the experiences of daily life, and makes available the 

building blocks from which life and lifestyles are constructed. The consumer behavior 

literature reveals that the elderly find as much happiness and pleasure in mundane 

daily activities as in experiences that would be considered momentous (Bhattacharjee 

and Mogilner 2014). Nonetheless, the consumer behavior and marketing literatures 

are sparse when it comes to exploring how the elderly continue their practices to 

support consumption for aging in place.   

Changing Communities 

As noted in the introduction, communities are not static, as the AARP word 

pictures suggest. Instead, their physical, market, and social structures evolve. Elderly 

consumers who desire to age in place must resolve their lifelong consumer behavior 

and social practices that may be challenged by change in communities, technologies, 

traditions, and infrastructure. The rural sociology literature has a rich stream of 

literature exploring changing communities and why and when community members 
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leave and stay (Smith, Michael D., Richard S. Krannich, and Lori M. Hunter 2001; 

Krannich 1989; Smith, Michael D., and Richard S. Krannich 2000; Flora et al. 1992; 

Wilkinson 1986). The urban sociology literature similarly offers research on changing 

neighborhoods, blighted neighborhoods (Sampson 1998, 1999, 2012; Venkatesh 

2013; Parry, 2013) and the retailscapes that emerge in gentrification (Jacobs 1961; 

Zukin 1987, 2011).  

Why people leave and stay has been productively explored through different 

interpretive lenses. These include place attachment (Eisenhower et al. 2000), ties to 

the historic past (Weiner 1985; Curasi et al. 2004; Miller 1998; Mills 2004); and 

neighborhood “tipping” (Granovetter 1977) among others. But extant research falls 

short on investigating the practices and consumption that are both required and allow 

those elderly who wish to stay in place to live everyday life in the home they call 

their own, while the neighborhood is changing around them. 

FINDINGS 

African American stayers in Watts who are volitionally aging in place 

describe in detail their community neighborhoods and the ways in which they 

perceived they lived in decades past. For these aging stayers, their recollections are 

most often centered in the 1940’s (after the migration from the south by their 

parents), or with respect to the 1965 Watts riots.  

Whether in books, articles online, newspaper quotes, or in person with Watts 

stayers, the 40s-50s narrative is often one variously of jazz clubs and horseback riding 

academies, where it was safe for children to roller skate and everyone knew their 
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neighbors. Phrases come up that are repeated in various iterations in many sources, 

for instance the “integration of the neighborhood.” For instance, variations of the 

phrase “and there was a Japanese family on this corner, and a Hispanic family on this 

corner…” came from multiple informants and is also featured in the book “Fire This 

Time” (Horne 1995/1997). Another narrative repeated in many forms is about the 

jazz clubs and their stature and the personal character of the people frequenting them. 

Important, too, are the tales of the Stayer’s parents with respect to working at the 

nightclubs as waitresses, singers, or musicians. The most important narrative, or at 

least the most repeated, with respect to the 1965 Watts riot has to do with the loss of 

the local businesses in the wake of the Uprising. That is typically describe as “the day 

everything changed.” (Janice, 58).  

Reverse Acculturation 

The historic character of Watt is far removed from what the Watts stayers 

perceive today. As the years progressed, the experience of the stayers becomes one of 

being increasingly at odds with the culture evolving around them (Fairchild and 

Tucker 1982, Jackson et. al. 1994, Johnson et. al. 1997, Woldoff, 2006). An example 

of the loss of institutions for the stayers is described in Author One’s field notes about 

informants’ struggle to find an English-language mass at a convenient time or during 

the week.  

The gradual loss of the English language Catholic Church services for the 

community is symptomatic of a systemic and structural loss of markets, institutions 

and culture for those potentially marginalized as the new minority. The “ties that 
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bind” to neighborhood markets, marketplaces, and institutions are loosened and 

severed in spite of the stayers seeking to retain connection to the community that they 

have called home for decades.  

The stayers’ perception of the loss of culture and institutions, and the 

evaporation of shopping and consumption experience opportunities, was affirmed and 

verified during ethnographic study of this community. We find evidence that many 

“small things,” said offhandedly or in passing by our informants (e.g. “The last 

English mass in Watts”, “There are no restaurants in Watts anymore”) may not be 

literally true, are semiotic expressions of a much larger elimination of markets, 

institutions and culture for those that feel marginalized within their own 

neighborhoods as the new minority. Stayers perceive that they are losing status and 

cultural capital and have less influence in asserting claims. Their consumption 

practices are consequently seen as difficult choices and play out as dramas that reflect 

a Leaving/Staying tension (Hirschman 1970 ; Lamont and Olnar, 2001, Crockett and 

Wallendorf 2004). However, instead of these daily consumption tensions and choices 

being indicative of ideological stands, the practices and consumption of the stayers is 

a result of the much more mundane negotiation of all the “hows” of how to stay in a 

changing community in which they want to remain. 

Stayers choice to stay can be seen by others and themselves as heroic. By 

staying in community, this study finds informants see themselves as making a last 

stand to maintain a place and time. Elderly Watts residents have become repositories 

of a vanishing past and defenders of a romanticized, mythical oral history of 
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community events now largely seen only in history books. The Watts of their 

experienced past and memories is one of famous jazz clubs, a vibrant jazz scene, 

friendly integrated neighborhoods with genteel businesses, and the inception and 

creation of a world-famous art installation.  

An intriguing finding in the current research is the tension between the 

vigilant maintenance by the stayers over the inalienable community objects, wealth, 

and the community’s romanticized historical past (Weiner, 1985; Curasi et al. 2004; 

Miller 1998; Mills 2004) and their consistent out-shopping for mundane provisions. 

Another important finding is that the choice to stay is complicated and often 

accompanied by tension from family and former neighbors who press the Stayers to 

move—especially when the neighborhood is perceived to be dangerous. 

Tension Between Identity and Lost Markets 

The 1965 Watts Rebellion had many implications upon neighborhood 

commerce. This is mentioned by informants often as the time when “everything 

changed” in Watts. The Watts riots are described as the direct cause of the nearly 

immediate destruction of the neighborhood businesses in the resulting conflagration 
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and looting and the resultant loss of both workplaces and shopping places: 

 

 

 

 

They were gone. They are gone. Even the grocery stores. So there was 

nowhere to work, where—again, the black people that were here were 

working in there—there were so many businesses on 103rd. So many 

businesses, most of them primarily Jewish. So people have this fantasy 

about—well, yeah, they got mad, and they burned down their community—

they were being overcharged for some items, but most of those people got 

along, shopped there—that was the only place that they had to do. (Lenice, 

83) 

 

Figure 3: List of businesses recorded by one Watts stayer from another 
stayer in 2009. Photo of list taken by author, 2012 
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When talking about the businesses in Watts, Janice says: 

I have a list (Figure 3) these are the businesses that were on 103rd. And my 

chair—my co-chair, she just died this year—she called me and said, “You 

gotta type these businesses, I gotta do it while I’m remembering. So I did.”  

Asked what it meant, after the riots, that the stores had been burnt and/or 

abandoned, she continues:  

Well, all of those stores went away, and all of the jobs went away. And from 

that point on, whenever you said you were from Watts, you were like 

someone to be watched, someone that was not to be trusted, someone who 

was poor, someone—so wherever you went, people had this infamous—not 

famous, but infamous—mentality about Watts. 

After the riots, businesses were slow to return or never returned to the 

fractured community. Insurance companies were hesitant to issue contracts. Public 

housing became the main feature of areas where businesses used to be. Watts began 

the demographic shift of black flight that transitioned to the dominant Hispanic 

demographics that exist in Watts today. There is a tension in the loss of familiar 

markets in Watts for those who have stayed since they were the African American 

majority. The new markets of Watts are largely storefronts with spray-painted signs 

in Spanish and Mexican-reminiscent store interiors. Even in the major grocery store 

the labels on products are in Spanish. The Hispanic population dominates the retail 

space.  

The loss of markets is not just “markets” as in grocery stores, although this is 
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a constant irritant for the stayer informants. Another practice is identifying finding 

restaurants and services in communities outside of Watts that “fit” better. As noted in 

the Introduction, Janice said to Author One on a day spent together visiting all of 

Janice’s favorite places in Watts:  

We’ll go to lunch in Inglewood. There aren’t any sit-down restaurants left in 

Watts anymore. 

There are, in fact, fast food restaurants in Watts, and traditional sit-down 

restaurants, but none that this informant feels as comfortable places for a lunch and 

conversation. The restaurant chosen for lunch--two neighborhoods over—had a 

different feeling and appearance than the restaurants in Watts. Unlike the restaurants 

in Watts, the patrons observed were all African American. The waitress was 

Hispanic. The male patrons were dressed nicely in slacks, button down shirts, and the 

women were in dresses. People were traveling leisurely from table to table to say 

“Hi!” to each other and stop and chat. Author One’s field notes say “It’s like the 

behavior at my wedding reception, but it’s just lunch. It feels gracious like the inside 

of Camille’s home.”  

The loss of specific and general markets includes the loss of institutions. 

Churches have services in Spanish, and the messages are often about subjects of 

concern to the larger Hispanic population. There is a lack of beauty salons that can do 

the styles of hair with which informants find comfortable. Governmental officials and 

employees are increasingly not of African American descent, and Spanish is spoken 

in government offices, doctor’s offices, senior centers, and hospitals. The loss of 
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institutional pillars of identity that created large parts of identity wholesale creates a 

void in self that throws the consumer into a confusing marketplace to replace these 

important identity constructs where a market was not apparent before. (McAlexander 

et al 2014; Arsel and Thompson 2009). 

Practices Used to Stay 

 

In this study we seek to identify the “how’s of aging in place to stay in 

communities that have changed. We look to identify the practices elderly consumers 

employ to successfully stay in a community that may look more like a foreign country 

than like home, but to which they still feel strong ties. Through the findings, we 

identify a number of strategies across our informants that are used to make staying 

possible on both a mundane and deeply held level in the elderly consumer’s everyday 

life. The creation of practices to resolve the tension between staying in community 

and loss of markets and institutions is achieved by: Outshopping; Creating the Sacred; 

Rewriting Narratives; Distancing and Differentiation; Boundary Keeping; Enclavism; 

and Isolation from the Untenable.  

Outshopping 

 

Here is where the ECE (Elderly Consumption Ensemble) Barnhart and 

Penaloza (2013) speak of becomes integral. Our findings include numerous examples 

of outshopping—but this is usually performed by the stayer’s consumption ensemble 

(e.g. children, family, friends). Camille’s daughter takes her shopping 20 miles away, 
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where the cultural demographics are more like Watts in the 50s. Her daughter also 

brings her items she can’t find in her local community of Watts—like eggplant. So 

the practices of aging in place as a stubborn consumer requires a continual use of 

consumption to navigate the tension between the changing community and a 

consumer who wants to remain the same.  

Camille: My daughter takes me to the Del Amo Mall. Or Redondo Beach. 

There isn’t anything for me to buy here (in Watts).  

Janice: There isn’t even anything to buy in the places next to here. All the signs 

are in Spanish.  

Rewriting Narratives 

Contemporary literature refers to cultural transition as a move “from a ghetto 

to a barrio” (cf Halle, et.al., 2013), but the African American residents that have lived 

in Watts since before the Watts Uprising never refer to their community by either of 

these terms. Stayer informants are variously surprised or insulted when asked whether 

they have ever seen Watts in this light, or distance themselves and say that those 

terms must be referring to the public housing areas, not Watts itself. Although the 

time of the Watts riots was a time of racial unrest, police brutality, no jobs, 

segregation, subpar housing and social infrastructure, it has also been a time of 

horseback riding, jazz clubs, happy integration, and the building of the Watts towers 

for the stayers aging in place in community.  

Creating the Sacred 
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Dovetailing off of the rewritten narratives comes the creation of the sacred by 

those who age in community. The Watts Towers are a famous art instillation—the 

backdrop to many cultural happening in Watts. They are largely associated with the 

African American community. Their presence are one of the reasons Camille stays. 

The consumer myth building (Schau 2003; Levy 1981, 2015; Thompson; Brown et al. 

2014) and collective memory development (Edy 1999; Halbwachs 1999; Asmann,and 

Czaplicka. 1995) that leads to the creating of the sacred from the previously profane 

play a large part in consuming to stay.  

“Identity Renaissance” in the situations described in this paper do not take the 

form of creating a new life after retirement. Rather, they take the form of the elderly 

consumer taking on more of the mythical past Watts identity, and developing 

narratives that create sacred spaces and sacred memories about this Watts identity. 

Consuming to stay here not only requires narratives to be rewritten, but the rewritten 

narratives need to lead to sacred spaces that are important facets of the community’s 

inalienable wealth to which the stayers are integrally tied. The stayers, in fact, 

embody this sacred past and the sacred totems that represent it.  

Although the informants distance their Watts community from the genesis of 

the Watts Rebellion, their families and they were markedly impacted by them, and 

their constructed narratives include them in great detail. An informant recalls some of 

her family’s involvement:  

We had a cousin—my first cousin was killed. He was on his way from work, 

and they assumed he was white because they couldn’t tell the difference. And 
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they shot him in his truck. He was—he was stopped at a red light, and they ran 

up to him and shot him. 

Asked if she was scared during the riots, she says:  

For me, I was a kid growing up going to school, so I didn’t know what was 

going on until it was just exploding like that. But yeah, it was very scary—I 

can remember my dad getting up on top of the roof trying to keep the roof wet 

down so the house wouldn’t catch on fire. The grocery store on fire. It was 

huge. And then, me, they couldn’t tell if I was black, white, purple, they 

couldn’t tell, so I couldn’t go to school at all, because, you know, people were 

just mad. 

Every informant brings up the fact that the riots did not start in Watts. They 

distance their neighborhood from the infamous event, while still telling in great detail 

their stories of their experiences during the Uprising, and linking the loss of their 

markets to the event.  

Enclavism 

 Stayers differentiate their enclaves, and/or their homes and/or themselves 

from the unsavory surroundings. This is another practice that Camille employs to 

consume to stay. Camille’s home is immediately off of 103rd—right off the areas that 

were the heated center of the Watts riot. The sign Camille fought City Hall to install 

in the front of the entrance to her own neighborhood distances and differentiates her 

enclave from Watts at large. Camille’s daughter says, “My mom made them put that 

sign in. <The entry sign with a neighborhood name akin to “Sunny Acres”> She said, 
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‘This is a nice neighborhood. And you’re going to say so.’ “ Although Camille 

stubbornly maintains place attachment to Watts, the sign she fought to make City Hall 

install at the entrance of the neighborhood differentiates her own neighborhood from 

“Watts.”  

Boundary Keeping 

 

Consuming to stay for the Stayers in this study also requires boundary setting. 

This seems conflated with Distancing and there are some similarities. However, this 

usage of the term “boundaries” is more about keeping the borders of acceptable social 

mores and behavior defended.  Consuming to stay in this enclave in Watts defines 

acceptable members of the collective as good neighbors.  

Consuming to stay includes fighting to keep norms of nice yards and well-

kept homes. “Good neighbors” are ones who keep up the appearance of the Watts 

Camilleremembers. They are also ones who move to Watts from better areas and who 

declare their preference for Watts.  

Janice: They’re very good friends. And they put—you know, they—this house 

right here is a white man and a black woman, and they just moved in last year. 

And he said he went all over looking for a house that had the square footage 

that he wanted, and that house they built up so it’s got a lot of square footage. 

And he said they came back, and they wanted to buy right there. So they just 

bought their house right there. 
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Loretta: She manages a nice restaurant in (an upscale beach community) 

Asked where their neighbors shop, Camilleand Janice both say in unison, “Not in 

Watts!”  

Stayers work to gain social control as they boundary-keep their 

neighborhoods. As Robert Sampson, Stephen Raudenbusch, and Felten Earl write in 

their early National Department of Justice Research Preview that foreshadowed much 

work in Chicago: “communities can be encouraged to mobilize against violence 

through self-help strategies of informal social control” (Sampson et.al. 1998). The 

questions used to measure collective efficacy in Sampson’s work included those to 

show “social cohesion and trust…Examples of the statements were: ‘People around 

here are willing to help their neighbors,’ ‘This is a close-knit neighborhood,’ and 

‘People in this neighborhood can be trusted’ (Sampson, et. al. 1998). Another 

anecdote shared by Camille and Marcus illustrate these in detailed fashion: 

Camille says, “You know, he’s a good neighbor. I went in the back room one 

night, and the thing had overflowed in my bathroom. Marcus came down in 

the middle of the night—I never will forget that, Marcus. And he came down 

in the middle of the night, and he had one of these—what is it?” Marcus 

answers, “A dry towel.” Everyone laughs and then he says, “A wet-dry 

vacuum.” Camille continues: “And he came down and went over the back 

floor and got all of the water up, and I said, ‘Now, how would I have made, 

got that water out of the floor in the middle of the night?” Marcus interjects, 
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“Course, it was still leakin’ when I got here…” Camille says gratefully, 

“Yeah, yeah. And he turned it off. So he’s been a good neighbor.” 

Sampson and his co-authors further note that ethnicity and immigration was 

“another important dimension, because areas of ethnic and linguistic heterogeneity 

may have less capacity to realize common values.” This is an area that Sampson and 

co-authors went on to research in studies of “disorder” (cf Sampson and Raudenbusch 

1999, 2004). What is disorder to one group may not have that heuristic impression to 

others, and social cohesion requires similar heuristics. This concept is reflected in 

Chicago activist’s Willy J.R. Fleming’s comments about the tensions that arise when 

attempts are made to put low income housing residents next to middle and upper class 

residents: 

There was animosity, conflict, friction, tension … between both 

sides…People would have a gathering, and the [high-income neighbors] 

would assume they were dope dealers, gang members, and they would call the 

police and then the police would say, 'No, this is just part of these people's 

culture. This is a children's birthday party' (Garrision, 2013).  

As Sampson and his co-authors note, “In addition, strategies to address the 

social and ecological changes that beset many inner-city communities need to be 

considered.” We argue that the stayers in inner-city neighborhoods can be cultural 

touch points that work to address aspects of these social and ecological changes in 

inner city communities by modeling cultural standards that provide social cohesion in 

neighborhoods and thus a “neighborly” effect.  
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Stayers serve as “boundary” holders. In Ms. Perry’s neighborhood, one home 

has become the topic of much discussion as it has fallen into disrepair. This home has 

become “the bane of my mom’s existence” according to Janice, but the city has not 

done anything about it, although their offices are right across the street. Janice says, 

“the neighbors are starting a petition to action” but it’s clear it was spearheaded by 

Ms. Perry. Ms. Perry is asked about changes to the neighborhood: 

Well some of the changes that’s going—is like, some of the older 

people are dying out. And the young people are taking over the property. Like 

there’s one right there on (another street), that house […]. A man died, and he 

left it to his son. His son moved in and then he got mixed up with this old 

crazy woman, who had a baby by him—so she threw him out of his own 

house. He died last year—the son died—and that house is a pig sty. So I’m 

getting ready to get some petitions going, cause they’re gonna get out of there. 

The next time I visited, the house was a model of a neat and tidy good 

neighborliness. Although Camille outshops owing to her discomfort in the Hispanic 

shops, she is equable about her Hispanic neighbors, as long as they are “good 

neighbors”:  

Well I have to say this—there’s a lot of Hispanics moving over here, but I 

don’t really care what color a person is, as long as they’re a good neighbor. 

And, like the girl that lives—not this house but the second one from this 

one—she’s Mexican. She’s a mail-carrier. She’s a very good neighbor.  

Isolation from the Untenable 
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Consuming to stay also requires a nod to what is. In spite of the lovely interior 

and well-kept yard, Camille’s house is boarded up like a fortress. In the middle of her 

living room, on top of the TV—bigger than the TV—is a surveillance monitor for a 

security system surrounding her home. On the day I visited there was a requisite Los 

Angeles car chase on the news. While she and her daughter were mesmerized by the 

aerial shot of the car on the freeway passing close by, I was mesmerized by the 

surveillance system. Another aspect of isolating from the untenable requires a 

combination of framing the definition of “good neighbor” as Camille’s story below, 

illustrates:  

I had opened the gate to let the gardener in. Well, when they left, I didn’t 

know they were gone, so I didn’t close the gate. And on the monitor, I looked 

up, I saw this guy coming in my gate…I jumped up and I ran in the bedroom, 

and I locked him in. I closed the gate. So, then I thought, ‘Oh, shit I shouldn’t 

have done that.’ So I came back to the backyard, and he was coming back 

from around the back of my storage place. And I said—hollered, then, ‘What 

are you doing in my yard?’ He just kept walking. So, then I remembered the 

gate was locked. He got to that gate, and he threw his bicycle over the gate—

probably broke it, he probably did. And then, little Robert next door to 

Marcus…well, he came down, and he said, ‘Are you okay? Do you know this 

man?’ And the man couldn’t see me, because I’d just walked out…. ‘I know 

this lady. Yeah, I know her.’ I said, ‘You’re lying. You don’t know anything 
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about me, and what were you doing in my yard?’ I said, ‘If you come back 

here, the police is going to pick you up.’ And then the rest of the neighbors 

came, too—Marcus and others. I unlocked the gate and the guy just ran. 

Break-ins are used as stories to punctuate the good neighbor aspect of the 

neighborhood and to isolate the neighborhood from the random specter of the 

surrounding violence. On the other hand, Leonard, a neighbor across the street, 

declares that he doesn’t learn anyone’s names. When having lunch at Camille’s, 

during a laughing conversation about old times and current neighbors, he says: 

I mean, I’m more concerned about what I’m gonna have for supper tonight. 

Seriously. I make my life simple, basic as possible. And I keep people off my 

front porch…Well, I’m not the friendliest—I limit. You know, I’m not into 

making new friends. I’m certainly fine. I’m not looking for new friends, you 

know? Some of the people—you know, I don’t have a lot of faith for lots of 

people. That’s it. If you’re not family, and if I don’t know you, I don’t want 

to. It’s simple. I meet somebody, and I think this is a great thing, and then they 

say, ‘Well, this is so-and-so, my granddaughter.’ And I almost said, ‘I really 

don’t want to know.’ <laughs> I’m not here to meet that...I had a guy trying to 

tell me the name of his dog—he has a pit bull. I had to tell him the truth. I 

said, ‘Hey, I have problems with humans. A pit bull is a whole new ballgame.’ 

<all laugh> I mean, that’s just where I’m at. You know, I figure my time is 

short, anyhow. I’m not gonna fill my head up with a bunch of useless stuff. 
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While Janice and Camille use surveillance equipment and dependence upon a 

coalition of “good neighbors” to isolate from the untenable, Leonard uses isolation 

from the neighborhood and neighbors to achieve the same.  

Consumption Practices as Identity Project 

 

Consumption as part of an identity project for all life stages has been 

extensively examined in the Consumer Consumption Theory tradition. Consumption 

has been used to express ideology (Crockett and Wallendorf, Saatzigi and Orzanne; 

McAlexander et al. 2014); to perform race and gender (Crockett and Wallendorf; 

Dobscha 2003; Williams and Qualls 1989); in a complex interplay of meaning, 

practices and value (Schau et al. 2009); for acculturating (Askergaard, Kjelgaurd and 

Arnould 2005; Penaloza 1995); to achieve transformation (Schouten 1991); as a show 

of leaving community (McAlexander and DuFault 2015) and as an expression of 

personal spiritual beliefs (McAlexander et al. 2014).  

There is a gap in this literature. Extant literature has not adequately examined 

the crucial interplay between the everyday mundane social practices and the complex 

sacred meanings held by aging, elective stayers to their home communities. We 

postulate that stayers are tethered to the inside and outside in complex networks. In 

this way, we extend Thomas, Schau and Price (2014), who revealed that runners are 

negotiating identity within the running community, within the subrunning community 

(recreational runners vs. competitive runners) and within the mainstream (running as 

mainstream exercise), just as the stayers are part of the mythical past, the mainstream 
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present, and have to negotiate an identity that encompasses both by development of 

practices to make everyday life align between the current situation and imagined self. 

As Barnhart and Penaloza delve into the practices of consumption of the 

elderly, they develop a meaning continua from “not old” to “old” that is important to 

our discussion (2011). The meaning of who is old, both to the elderly consumer 

themselves and to their “consumption ensemble” (family and paid caregivers) is 

defined and contested by consumption on both physical and social dimensions. 

Barnhart and Penaloza assert that the first meaning listed is a “not-old” identity, and 

the second meaning shows an “old” identity position (e.g., joyful is not old; joyless is 

old). A consumer in the second meaning condition appears to exhibit increased 

inability to make independent consumption decisions and to participate as an active 

consumer. This is interpreted as an “old” identity. This indeed appears to be 

consistent with analyzing the data from the white, middle and upper class informants 

that made up the study’s sample population. However, when one imagines an elderly 

person aging in place in a community that has become culturally different to the point 

that stores and institutions present their offerings in a language the elderly consumer 

does not understand, and in changed servicescapes that are now reminiscent of a 

foreign culture—the meaning continua and their definitions can be interpreted in a 

different way. For instance, a long-time elderly consumer in Watts moving from 

“cognitively able to unable” in local consumption experiences might appear to others 

as moving from “not old” to “old” via such observations as from “flexible” to “rigid.” 

However, they might instead be experiencing a similar disorientation that one feels 



182 
 

upon entering another country with an unfamiliar language, different customs, and 

street signs and road maps on the opposite side. It is a reverse acculturation that has 

happened gradually around the elderly consumer. It can, in fact result in many of the 

“old” meaning continua being exhibited, but owing to a very different interpretive 

framework. However, the research by Barnhart and Penaloza is promising as it points 

to the tension that exists between the elderly and their consumption ensemble as the 

elderly attempt to retain practices and identity to age in place.  

Similarly promising, research by Schau et al. (2009) has shown that events 

that cause the elderly to see their life in a different place can instigate an identity 

transformation—which they call an “identity renaissance.” This identity renaissance, 

like “old” and “not old” can be interpreted differently in a different context. In 

Schau’s study, the instigating event that triggers identity renaissance is retirement, 

which is an accepted life phase in the United States, although not all elderly 

consumers are able to retire. Retirement, in Schau’s study, initiates the changing of 

consumer identity projects to reclaim identity projects from younger ages, or to leave 

a legacy. Elderly consumption practices change as they embark on a new set of 

consumption journeys to perform new or reclaimed identities. It is very possible that 

those that wish to age in place in a changing community similarly follow 

consumption paths with associated practices to reassume identity projects of younger 

years or to leave legacies. Unfortunately, the instigating event of “retirement” may or 

may not overlap with elderly aging consumers aging in place in a changing 

community that has lower and more restricted financial resources. Further, the 
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settings for the informants in Schau’s et al.’s study were senior centers, retirement 

villages, and resorts, instead of informants aging in place in home communities. 

However, the concept of identity renaissance offers promising insights into practices 

of elderly consumption due to change, elderly identity performance via consumption, 

and shines light on the large gaps that exist in this area.  

Building on the theoretical advances of Schau et al., we look at a context in 

this paper where the marker of identity construction by consumption in old age is not 

elective retirement, but “change” of environment due to elective staying in a 

changed/changing community. Further, population groups experiencing this kind of 

aging in place may be manifesting “old” or “not old” under pressure to move by their 

consumption ensemble. We argue that this identity change in the elderly consumer 

manifests in a different way in this population.  

In this study, consumers who wish to, and have the resources to stay “not old” 

as per Barnhart and Penaloza, perform practices to enact a changing elderly identity 

performance as per Schau et al., when they are on a stage that has not only changed 

scenes but has changed productions. I argue they are exhibiting a combination of 

changed practices and identity performances to rather stubbornly age in place. In 

doing so, they exhibit specific changed consumption and social practices to achieve 

both a coherent past, present and future narrative, and to keep together a complex 

identity construction that threatens to be pulled apart by outside forces (compare 

Ahuvia 2005). To develop a model that can show the process used by aging 

consumers to age in place in a dramatically changing environment, herein we explore 
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the practices that these elderly consumers employ to “consume to stay.” We come to 

this study with an a priori assumption that the model for consuming to stay in a 

dramatically changing neighborhood will merge the elderly consumption ensemble 

with elderly legacy identity and form a model with these pieces as building blocks: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Figure 4: Practice model of stayers who are electively aging in place 
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nostalgic for the 50s of bee bop, juke boxes, poodle skirts, and hamburgers and fries 

in diners on various “Main Streets” that may or may not have existed, but are 

culturally created, and recreated, and revisited in an historically inaccurate pastiche, 

the stayers in Watts similarly create a nostalgic pastiche that also rests upon space and 

music. For them, it is the Main Street of Central Avenue, their homes and 

neighborhood, the sacred space of the Watts Towers, and the sacred Cultural Crescent 

around them that has come to be the special backdrop for the annual jazz festival that 

represents and celebrates mythical Watts (specifically the jazz emanating from the 

jumping night clubs).  

Stayers feel that they embody this history. They feel a special claim on this 

now epic mythical narrative of the community. Stayers consume to stay by being a 

living memorial to themselves and to the community of the history and mythical 

narratives of Watts. This differs from other accounts of mythical pasts and sacred 

presents. For instance, Weinberger and Wallendorf (2012) write about reconstituting 

the Mardi Gras after Hurricane Katrina. In Watts, however, the Towers did not exist 

at the time of the jazz clubs, they were built by a non-African American immigrant--

yet they have become inextricably tied as a community symbol of the jazz clubs and 

the African American Watts community. They have, indeed become sacred and the 

land surrounding them (the Cultural Crescent) has a long history of being contentious 

dealings keeping businesses that try to break ground there out.  

Interestingly, the myths and sacred spaces are resistant to the community’s 

impoverished reality. The high culture jazz, poetry, fiction, and art tower installation 
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reconstitute a high culture that never existed. The myth of the gentile neighborhood—

that is passed to other neighbors in the boundary keeping—did not exist in the way it 

is told. Watts at the time of the jazz clubs was besieged by poverty and violence, even 

then. 

The informants in this study remember that no music stores would carry 

“black” music or allow African American musicians to play. The stayers echo and 

extend Johnson’s stories about Dolphins of Hollywood and the music in Watts in the 

50s (“even all the movie stars were here at the jazz clubs! At the Apollo, at the 

Zombie. Their black girlfriends lived here. They shut the night clubs down because 

the movie stars like Frank Sinatra were always here…”) In spite of the difficulties, 

our informants talk about Watts in the 20s-50s as a golden age, reminiscing about the 

jazz clubs in particular. As an informant creates events to fundraise for a project, she 

highlights this part of the Watts history: 

Look at this picture right here—this is my mother, she’s right here—this was 

at the Zombie nightclub. And this is my mother, and this is my aunt. Now you 

see how it’s all diverse? People were just partying in there. And this lady, and 

this man were the club owners. And so my mother was a waitress in there, and 

she was 17 years old when she came over from Louisiana. And so in 1999, we 

recreated Central Avenue on the backlot of Paramount Pictures. I have all of 

the backlot—and we had nightclubs, I had the kids from LA Trade Tech to do 

signage—see the signage over here on the wall? That was from one student, 

and I said—give me what captures, you know, Watts in the 40s and whatnot. 
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So it’s all these jazz clubs….So this is what was happening in Watts. Central 

Avenue from 108th all the way to Downtown LA was full of jazz nightclubs. 

We ask Camilleabout the jazz clubs and she answers: 

Watts was an area that was brand  new, there was nothing out here but fields, 

where Centennial High is? That was all a riding academy—we used to go 

riding out there every Saturday, ever Sunday, we’d go out riding at Jack’s 

Riding Academy. And right on this corner was the Plantation (The nightclub? 

The interviewer asks) The nightclub was there. Right on 108th and Central. It 

was like Harlem in here, in this little area right here—Johnny Otis, I know you 

heard of Johnny Otis, Don Wilson, all of those people have lived right here. 

Johnny Otis lived right across the street. Fletcher, you remember him? His 

brother lived on the corner, two houses from the corner. Another musician and 

his wife. And right next door—Don Johnson was right there. So there was a 

lot of musicians that lived over in here—the lady that played in, “Don’t 

Bother Me, I Can’t Cook,” she lived right down the street. It was a lot of 

people who moved because Watts was the nice area. It was the area where the 

homes were built, people could afford to buy, and it was a beautiful 

community. 

Interestingly, the history of Watts as a jazz community is talked about 

frequently by stayer informants who have been here since before the Watts riots, 

however research on this aspect of Watts history is relatively limited compared to that 

of Harlem in New York. However, looking at Watts with the lens of sonic spatial 
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reveals the importance of this particular bridge to the past for the Stayers. The 

discourse and soundtracks in the stores that the stayers now outshop to is familiar 

English language conversation and, if not jazz, then music that emanates from jazz 

and R&B roots and extends to hip hop and rap. In the spatial boundaries within and 

without the stores and establishments in Watts, the soundtrack is discourse in Spanish 

language and Central or South American inspired music.  

Fluid Community, Fluid Practices, Fluid Self 

We see the informants in our study employing a Meaning-Competence-

Material model in their consuming to stay that builds from Shove et al. (2007) in a 

continuous set of practices that are created and lost as stayers acculturate to their 

changing neighborhood surroundings. Because their neighborhood has changed so 

drastically Watts stayers are constantly in a state of proto-practices (the links between 

the material and meanings and competencies has not been made yet), current 

practices, and ex-practices. The links to their past life in their community are broken, 

and as their community changes they must transform from a state of proto-practice to 

practice on many levels of everyday living, from grocery shopping to church 

attendance, while simultaneously feeling many of their current practices becoming 

ex-practices.  

We find that the Shove et al. model of proto-practices to practices to ex-
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practices is constantly being employed by stayers as they shift their practices to  

Figure 5: Practice model of stayers who are electively aging in place, extended 

 

“consume to stay” in their changing community. The many practices that make up 

consumption to age in place—outshopping, boundary keeping, definition and 

delineation, enclavism, and isolation from the untenable are also undergoing 

continuous metamorphosis from proto-practice, to practice, to ex-practices, and this 

process is happening within the exoskeleton structure of sacred space that stayers 

have both constructed, and embodied, via creation of a mythical narrative with a 

spatial boundary, a sonic backdrop, and an old/not old identity performance.  
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The end result for elective stayers in our study appears to be the hope and the 

practice of creating and leaving a neighborhood legacy that persists and lasts in the 

face of change—to keep the time of their golden eras and mythical Watts alive. First 

they embody it and carry it with them through their changing practices, and then they 

use their practices to embed this legacy within the community and within those that 

come after them. To stayers, it appears to be important to age in place so that this 

legacy is marked upon the neighborhood itself. Their bodies and their practices are, in 

effect, the “bronze plaque” upon a donated building. They are offering up themselves, 

their lives, their memories, and their lived history as a neighborhood legacy in their 

creation of the sacred. Every bit as much as the Watts Towers, the Watts Poets, the 

Watts legacy of jazz clubs, historic times and historic places—the stayers themselves 

are the sacred.  

The importance of “stayers” to the community of Watts is shown by a number 

of stories and incidents that occurred during our study that are the counterpoint that 

we believe highlight Sampson’s (1998, 1999, 2012) concepts of collective efficacy 

and what Sudhir Venkatesh calls the importance of “neighborliness” (Parry, 2013)—

that both confirm and bely aspects of Bogardu’s social distance. When having lunch 

with Janice and Camilleat Loretta’s house, Camilledescribes an incident earlier that 

month when a man had come into her yard: 

I had opened the gate to let the gardener in. Well, when they left, I didn’t 

know they were gone, so I didn’t close the gate. And on the monitor, I looked 
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up, I saw this guy coming in my gate…I jumped up and I ran in the bedroom, 

and I locked him in. I closed the gate. So, then I thought, ‘Oh, sh…I shouldn’t 

have done that.’ So I came back to the backyard, and he was coming back 

from around the back of my storage place. And I said—hollered, then, ‘What 

are you doing in my yard?’ He just kept walking. So, then I remembered the 

gate was locked. He got to that gate, and he threw his bicycle over the gate—

probably broke it, he probably did. And then, little Robert next door to 

Marcus…well, he came down, and he said, ‘Are you okay? Do you know this 

man?’ And the man couldn’t see me, because I’d just walked out…. ‘I know 

this lady. Yeah, I know her.’ I said, ‘You’re lying. You don’t know anything 

about me, and what were you doing in my yard?’ I said, ‘If you come back 

here, the police is going to pick you up.’ And then the rest of the neighbors 

came, too—Marcus and others. I unlocked the gate and the guy just ran.  

As Robert Sampson, Stephen Raudenbusch, and Felten Earl reported in their 

early National Department of Justice Research Preview that foreshadowed much 

work in Chicago: “communities can be encouraged to mobilize against violence 

through self-help strategies of informal social control” (Sampson et.al. 1998). The 

questions used to measure collective efficacy in Sampson’s work included those to 

show “social cohesion and trust…Examples of the statements were: ‘People around 

here are willing to help their neighbors,’ ‘This is a close-knit neighborhood,’ and 

‘People in this neighborhood can be trusted.’ “ (Sampson, et. al. 1998). Another 

anecdote shared by Camille and Marcus illustrate these in detailed fashion: 



192 
 

Camille says, “You know, he’s a good neighbor. I went in the back room one 

night, and the thing had overflowed in my bathroom. Marcus came down in 

the middle of the night—I never will forget that, Marcus. And he came down 

in the middle of the night, and he had one of these—what is it?” Marcus 

answers, “A dry towel.” Everyone laughs and then he says, “A wet-dry 

vacuum.” Camille continues: “And he came down and went over the back 

floor and got all of the water up, and I said, ‘Now, how would I have made, 

got that water out of the floor in the middle of the night?” Marcus interjects, 

“Course, it was still leakin’ when I got here…” Camille says gratefully, 

“Yeah, yeah. And he turned it off. So he’s been a good neighbor.” 

Sampson and his co-authors further note that ethnicity and immigration was 

“another important dimension, as areas of ethnic and linguistic heterogeneity may 

have less capacity to realize common values.” This is an area that Sampson and co-

authors went on to research in studies of “disorder” (cf Sampson and Raudenbusch 

1999, 2004)—what is disorder to one group may not have that heuristic impression to 

others, and social cohesion requires similar heuristics. This concept is reflected in 

Chicago activist’s Willy J.R. Fleming’s comments about the tensions that arise when 

the attempts are made to put low income housing residents next to middle and upper 

class residents: 

There was animosity, conflict, friction, tension … between both 

sides…People would have a gathering, and the [high-income neighbors] 

would assume they were dope dealers, gang members, and they would call the 
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police and then the police would say, 'No, this is just part of these people's 

culture. This is a children's birthday party' (Garrision, 2013).  

As Sampson and his co-authors note, “In addition, strategies to address the 

social and ecological changes that beset many inner-city communities need to be 

considered.” I argue that the stayers in inner-city neighborhoods can be cultural touch 

points who work to address aspects of these social and ecological changes in inner 

city communities by modeling cultural standards that provide social cohesion in 

neighborhoods and thus a “neighborly” effect.  

Stayers who had the means to leave after the riots, but who have stayed of 

their own volition, have lived through community changes running the gamut from 

extreme gang violence to disappearing institutions. Those who have chosen to stay 

appear to have stayed due to a combination of Hirschman’s (2006) “voice” and/or of 

“loyalty”—they either had the power, means or cultural capital to assert their voice, 

and/or the community attachment to desire to exercise loyalty. Their consequent 

effect on their neighborhoods is substantial. From an urban sociology vantage point, 

we have found data consistent to support the hypothesis that stayers model for their 

community Sampson’s (1998, 1999, 2012) collective efficacy, cohesion, and what 

Sudhir Venkatesh calls the importance of “neighborliness” (Parry, 2013). In their 

Watts neighborhoods these volitional stayers provide continuity, social control, and 

socialization forces. They also appear to model and extend Jane Jacob’s (1961) “eyes 

on the street” that contribute to urban safety. Further, they embody a cultural capital 

that stems from their participation in Watts as a thriving jazz cultural center, from 
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witnessing the building of the iconic Watts towers, and for the lived experience of 

Watts as a peacefully integrated middle class community.  

This dissertation essay will echo and extend Gaye Therese Johnson, in Spaces 

of Conflict, Sounds of Solidarity (2013) tracing the demographic changes in Los 

Angeles (including Watts) from the 1800s to the present, and examine the contested 

and changing spatial and sonic boundaries in Watts. We look to extend the lacuna in 

Johnson’s work by conceptualizing the bridges the stayers have built to keep 

accessible a certain time frame in the historical montage. The boundaries of the 

institutions, the neighborhoods, and the narrative of the past itself seem to be located 

in a specific temporality, and in symbolically important spaces, and have a sound 

track of specific and symbolically important music.  

Just as a large part of American culture is nostalgic for the 50s of bee bop, 

juke boxes, poodle skirts, and hamburgers and fries in diners on various “Main 

Streets” that may or may not have existed, but are culturally created, and recreated--

the stayers in Watts similarly seem to have created a nostalgic pastiche that also rests 

upon space and music. For the stayers in Watts, this nostalgia seems to be centered 

around the Main Street of Central Avenue, the space of their homes and the Watts 

Towers, the Cultural Crescent that has come to be the special backdrop for the annual 

jazz festival, and the jazz emanating from the night clubs of the 40s and 50s. We look 

toward the use of space figuratively and literally while describing the experience of 

the stayers as their space has been encroached upon, and as they then recreate their 
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past mythically, attempting to create bridges to their imagined nostalgic Watts by 

making certain places sacred, and revering certain musical memories. 

This article further works to extend theory for urban renewal and business 

resurgence success. Urban renewal processes and business resurgence efforts are 

complicated in Watts by the specter of violence and poverty. However, as Sharon 

Zukin (2011) has documented in Harlem, and David Zipper (2011) in Washington 

D.C., blighted areas have undergone successful retail and community transformations 

in spite of seemingly insurmountable obstacles. Watts shares similarities with Harlem 

and has a potential of similarly successful renewal. Stayers in Watts appear to be a 

valuable resource by lending a vivid, and sometimes romanticized, historical narrative 

to accompany urban renewal processes. Stayers provide witnessed stories of Watts as 

a thriving jazz community, the Watts Uprising as a contributing factor leading to the 

genesis of the Black Power movement, and the creation of the Watts Towers as a 

world-famous art landmark, among others. Stayers embody this historical past, and 

the data appear to show that they lend social and cultural capital to the neighborhoods 

and renewal projects with which they are associated.  

However, African American stayers in Watts feel their community institutions 

and markets evaporating around them as they become marginalized as the new 

minority. The data appears to show a free flow of retail leakage—or outshopping—

from the inner city to much farther outlying areas by stayers and their children as they 

shop in places where both now feel more comfortable than in either their own 

community or even in neighboring communities (Social Compact 2008, Zipper, 
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2011). Retail leakage also appears to be a phenomenon for the new neighbors moving 

into the stayers’ communities. New neighbors make a choice to purchase cost-

effective homes in the oases-like neighborhoods that stayers have participated in 

maintaining, and are drawn to the stayers’ neighborhoods in part by the orderliness 

and social control provided by the stayers’ presence. New neighbors also repeat the 

“golden age” yore of the Watts jazz club years, the cultural arts of the towers, and the 

history of peaceful integration that the stayers embody. New neighbors appear to 

trade on this as their own cultural capital, and give these examples as reasons to have 

purchased homes in Watts. Yet these neighbors are also shopping in far-flung areas. 

This project seeks to give greater understanding to the potential untapped, and 

often hidden, resource of long-term residents for social control, retail resurgence and 

urban renewal. Watts has changed from a demographic measurement of 91 percent 

African American to 72 percent Hispanic within just three decades. This demographic 

change has evolved in concert with the loss to the community of many businesses in 

the wake of the 1965 Watts Uprising. Over the ensuing decades, former business sites 

have often not been replaced. Residents who have lived in Watts since before the 

1965 events, describe their community neighborhoods in which they perceived they 

lived in decades past in a way that is different from the Watts they perceive today. As 

the years progress, the experience of the “stayers” can be at odds with the culture 

evolving around them. 

CONCLUSION 
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This chapter examined the changes in neighborhood markets, marketplaces, 

and institutions that have evolved in Watts, and how this has affected the stayers’ 

perception of the neighborhood, their culture and institutions, and the shopping and 

consumption experience opportunities. This work adds to the existing urban 

sociology literature by studying the subculture of stayers within a context of reverse 

acculturation, even as they actively and passively acculturate their new neighbors. As 

opposed to a subculture of residents who arrive to a community as the minority and 

consequently acculturate, stayers experience the reverse process.  

In conclusion, in a time of high relevance for social responsibility in 

marketing, this study looks at a neighborhood characterized by high levels of 

structural and actor fluidity, and marked by violence, fear, and turbulent events. Many 

neighborhoods in the U.S. and globally are similarly distinguished, and it has been 

shown that stayers can add social control, collective efficacy, and “neighborliness” to 

neighborhoods like this (Jane Jacobs 1961; Erickson 1997; Sampson 1998, 1999, 

2012; Venkatesh 1997, 2000; Parry 2013). It asks and finds how stayers consume to 

stay to form this positive influence—that is, how they knit together the paradoxically 

complex mundane practices that comprise their lives, with the totems and placedness 

that anchor them in their neighborhood and romantic history, and that gives their 

staying meaning. Although this context is an extreme example, many other mutually 

embedded retailscapes, communities, and consumers who wish to age in place are 

experiencing similar circumstances locally, regionally, and globally. This work 
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allows marketers to address these issues and concerns with new understanding of 

fluid communities and the importance of stayers.  

This study increases understanding of how elderly consumers navigate these 

changing, difficult and dangerous places to consume and construct their old age 

identity, and specifically how they change their practices in order to age in place as 

they want to in such a place It shows how elderly newly minority consumers 

construct their social and cultural capital in this place through consumption and 

outshopping. It extends and combines the constructs of Identity Renaissance (Schau 

et al. 2009) and Elderly Consumption Ensembles (Barnhart and Penaloza 2011) to 

find how both constructs work in a place and a population different from middle class 

white consumers and retirement villages. We continue to complicate and unpack the 

construction of old age as a social category. We delineate the crucial interplay 

between the everyday mundane social practices and the complex sacred meanings 

held by aging, elective stayers, and form a model that illustrates how stayers are 

tethered to the inside and outside in complex networks that support both. We extend 

Schau, Muniz and Arnould 2009 on the interplay of meaning, practices and value and 

(Thomas et al. 2014) on negotiating identity within a community, a subcommunity, 

the mainstream present and the mythical past. Our findings challenge prior theoretical 

contributions to the study of elderly consumption and consumer identity, and add 

significantly to the consumer behavior and policy literature on aging in place.  

The marketing implications of our study are not unique to Watts. Watts is the 

context for this study, but it could be Anytown, USA, or indeed Manytowns, World, 
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in which elderly consumers wish to age in place in a community that has changed 

dramatically around them, and also in communities which may not be perceived as 

safe or appropriate for them to stay in. We find specific marketing actions that could 

be taken to help wishful stayers achieve their goal of aging in place in such home 

communities. This requires enabling the practices that make aging in place here 

possible. Marketers can partner in making community history and objects sacred, in 

making heroes of stayers, in rewriting narratives of the historical past to highlight the 

good, in developing and protecting enclaves, and in highlighting sections in new and 

existing stores specifically for both stayers and newcomers who find the history of the 

community appealing.  

Shuttles to areas stayers like to shop to find the “feel” of their past community 

are also a viable option. Shuttles and outings to shop are, indeed included in most 

policy pieces recommending ways to boost aging in place. However, they are 

primarily targeted at shopping excursions within community. These would be shuttles 

to outshop in neighboring communities where stayers feel safe and comfortable.  

Marketers can make the error of having their eye on the new. We argue that 

there is benefit in supporting “consuming to stay.” Jackson, Jane Jacobs, Venkatesh, 

Taub, Jackson and many others studies have found value in stayers. Neighborliness, 

collective efficacy, eyes on the street, keeping boundaries, pride in community 

history—these and many other benefits come from a continuity of past in a 

neighborhood. This paper mentions just a few of the ways marketers, realtors, urban 

developers, policy planners and others can support consuming to stay.  
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION: CONSUMPTION LIFELINES: CONSUMING TO 

ENTER, STAY IN, AND EXIT LIQUID COMMUNITIES 

As noted in the dissertation overview, this research is not limited to Watts, or 

even about Watts specifically. It is about all the communities undergoing rapid 

transformation and the people deciding every morning whether to stay or go—

whether to abandon the neighborhoods they, their parents, and their children have 

grown up in. It is about the consumer in Watts, or in any community who electively 

decides to stay in a community evolving at odds around them, and consumes to stay. 

This research investigates the mundane practices made possible and sacred meanings 

created and consumed that are both required and necessary to result in a “stayer.”  

This project looks at the conflicting, contested boundaries in an impoverished, 

violent community that can’t seem to successfully achieve renewal, in spite of its 

world famous cultural installments and institutions of music and art, and backing for 

projects like athletic events, business ventures, and the jazz festival by musicians, 

celebrities and foundations.  

Analyzing an inner city community like this with a liquidity ontology and an 

urban assemblage lens helps us identify competing visions of community that are 

fought over in cultural and economic turf wars, and to build a framework and 

typology of conflicting market logics and outcomes to work to match the liquid flows 

of community, retail, and legitimacy. It also allows us to find meaningful insights to 

translate to other sensitive redevelopment spaces of change, conflict, and contested 

sacred spaces (e.g. Detroit, Dearborn, Cleveland, New Orleans). Further, it holds 

promise to weave in the possibility of social marketing in an urban area of a 
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developed country as a viable market logic to bring more success for retailers and 

improved quality of life for existing residents without collateral damage typical 

gentrification might pose—by recognizing the consumption lifelines necessary for the 

community and the community’s members to stabilize and even thrive within its 

liquidity.  

As a final note, relational ethnography was shown to be a good match of a 

method to use with an ontology of liquidity and a lens of urban assemblages.  

Relational Ethnography  

 

As Desmond (2014) describes relational ethnography, it is:  

 

“…fields rather than places, boundaries rather than bounded groups, 
processes rather than processed people, and cultural conflict rather 
than group culture (Desmond 2014 p. 547).  

 
In the previous chapters we examine each of these. By studying “fields rather 

than places” (Watts as an area of myths) “boundaries rather than bounded groups” 

(who lays legitimate claim to the myths and consumption spaces of Watts?) 

“ processes rather than processed people” (the practices of stayers) and “cultural 

conflict rather than group culture” this has developed into a relational ethnography of 

a scientific object—the community of Watts, its retail, its community members, its 

narratives, and its structure. It is a multi-scalar analysis of the liquidity of an 

assembled community.  

Limitations  
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A word of caution is called for due to the limitations of this type of qualitative 

research. The key informants from whom themes were drawn are a population group 

of working class and middle class African American stayers who have electively 

lived and stayed in a single community, Watts, for decades. The community of Watts 

has changed in a very specific way—moving from almost entirely African American 

to now overwhelmingly Hispanic. It has a long history of violence, from riots, to gang 

wars, to high crime rates generally. It also has a long history of higher than average 

poverty rates. Although this answers the call to future research cited in other 

studies—for instance, to investigate elderly consumption in a widened set of 

populations and contexts—and greatly increases our understanding of staying in 

community by looking outside of white middle and upper middle class and outside of 

retirement villages, I am aware of the limitations of extrapolating our findings 

broadly to other contexts without caveat.  

Future Research 

 

Future research is quite obviously called for to examine the practices of liquid 

communities and consumption lifelines in more contexts. It also would be beneficial 

to the literature and theorizing liquidity to bring the various constructs of liquidity 

under one umbrella so that all were operating with the same definitional 

understandings and the same axiomatic rigor as Eckhardt and Bardhi 2015 and 

Bardhi, Eckhardt and Arnould 2012. As the old adage about people with blindfolds 

examining an elephant tells us, one can think it’s a rope, one can think it a piece of 
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parchment, one can think it’s a hose, one can think it’s a tree—and none see the 

whole elephant. It would be intriguing scholarship to develop one ontology of 

liquidity under which axioms liquid modernity is defined and all the sub-strata of 

liquidities that are being written about by scholars can fit as parts of a whole—an 

assemblage of the liquidities.  
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APPENDIX A: 

INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVED 1/2013 DEPTH 

INTERVIEW SCRIPT: “NEIGHBORHOOD CHANGE OVER TIME” 

 

1.  Neighborhood Change & 
Associated Practices 

 

How long have you lived in Watts? Have you always lived in this home? Where 

else have you lived? 

               

            
 

How would you describe your neighborhood? (e.g. What are the central qualities or 

characteristics that “define” your neighborhood? Shared activities, temperaments, 

tastes, values and so on? In what ways is this neighborhood different from others? 

Can you give me examples?) 

 

Would anyone like to add anything to this definition?  Or make any changes to it?   
               

            
 

How would you describe your neighborhood in “the early days”—as early as you 
can remember? What are some of your specific memories? Do you have momentos or 
pictures of those days? 

 
             

            
 
 

Talk a little about how the neighborhood evolved over time.  (What prompted these 
changes?)   
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What were some of the consumption activities that you experienced in the early 
days of this neighborhood? These may include purchases, experiences, activities, etc.  

  
 

             

            
 
 

What are some of the consumption activities that you do not do anymore, or that 
you’ve changed? These may include purchases, experiences, activities, etc.  
                

            
 
 
 
Why have these practices changed? Are they easier or harder now? How?  

             

            
 
 
 

2.  Additional Thoughts About How Neighborhoods Evolve and Change 

 
Is there anything else that you would like to add that will help us understand your 
neighborhood and the city: 

In the early days?  
As it evolved?  
As it is now? 
 

Is there anything else that you would like to add that will help us understand how: 
Shopping changed? 
Where you eat changed? 
Your entertainment choices changed? 
 
 

 
Would anyone like to add anything to our discussion?  Or make any changes to it?  
 

 

  

Beth Leavenworth 

DuFault 
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