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LETTER FROM THE FILMMAKERS

For three of its four producers, Getting

Back to Abnormal is a coming home of

sorts. Louis Alvarez, Andy Kolker and Paul

stekler began their filmmaking careers in

new orleans, and the city will always exert

its power and mystery over our hearts and

minds. For Peter odabashian, the culture

of the crescent city has been more of an

acquired taste that materialized over sev-

eral years while we were immersed in the

project. 

We knew at the outset that we wanted to

make a film that captured at least a healthy

morsel of the essence of the place—what

we knew as intimate participants when we

lived there, and what we saw as educated

observers after we left. We felt that too

many post-Katrina documentaries settled

for presenting overly simplistic narratives

that didn’t recognize the complexity that

has always been part of the city’s DnA. in new orleans, the tribal instincts of insular racial groups have often trumped the

self-mythologizing “we’re-all-like-a-gumbo” attitude touted to tourists and anthropologists. 

And the familiar narrative of the city’s victimhood is undercut by the reality that the city and its inhabitants—both powerful

and not—have often been complicit in their own misfortune: the culture of Mardi Gras and street parades is also a culture of

corruption and inefficiency, of bad schools and high crime. We thought that a film that attempted to weave a variety of sto-

ries together into a compelling tapestry would best be suited to presenting this contradictory world—and to giving the viewer

a real sense of what it’s like to live in the city and think like a new orleanian.

The subtle—and not-so-subtle—issue of race, which should be front and center in any portrait of new orleans, also directed

our search for stories and came to the forefront in the local spectator sport, municipal politics. When we began shooting, the

political winds seemed to be shifting: as the black population declined, white politicians were making a comeback after

decades of African-American control. 

We found that a white city councilperson named stacy Head had been grabbing headlines with her sharp tongue and take-

no-prisoners attitude toward government accountability, and in the process she had become a racial piñata for many blacks

who thought her at the very least insensitive to their concerns. We soon discovered Head’s unlikely companion-in-arms, Bar-

bara Lacen-Keller, a respected black community organizer who gives new meaning to the word “outspoken.” Head’s re-elec-

tion campaign against African-American preacher and novice politician corey Watson, himself the son of a politically active

preacher, became the backbone of our film as we got up close and personal with both campaigns, warts and all.

There were other stories we discovered. A huge number of (mostly) black residents have been displaced since the storm, their

houses destroyed by floods or controversial urban renewal. Housing has become a huge issue in new orleans, and we fol-

lowed both community activists and high-flying “starchitects” as they tried to tackle the problem, each in his or her own

way. Finally, we went to the streets to bask in the rich local culture that makes everyone fall in love with the place: the sec-

ond-line parades, po-boy festivals and saints celebrations that seem to wait around every corner.

in Getting Back to Abnormal, we’ve tried to give the viewer a different, more intimate perspective of what it’s like to be in

one of the few truly unique places left in America. We hope that we have succeeded.

Louis Alvarez, Andrew Kolker, Peter Odabashian and Paul Stekler

Producers/Directors, Getting Back to Abnormal

(Left to right) Filmmakers Louis Alvarez, Andrew Kolker, 

Paul Stekler and Peter Odabashian.

Photo courtesy of Glen Pitre
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Getting Back to Abnormal (81 minutes), serves up a

provocative mix of race, corruption and politics to tell the

story of the re-election campaign of stacy Head, a white

woman in a new orleans city council seat traditionally held

by a black representative. The portrait of this take-no-pris-

oners candidate brings into full relief new orleans’ long his-

tory of political dysfunction and complex racial dynamics. 

Against a backdrop of post-Katrina politics—with contro-

versies continuing to swirl about the inequitable allocation

of resources and the devaluation of poor, black neighbor-

hoods—a Head victory threatens to diminish the power and

influence of new orleans’ black citizens. This irony is not lost

on Head’s irrepressible African-American campaign man-

ager, Barbara Lacen-Keller. A veteran civil rights activist,

Lacen-Keller sees getting Head, with her ability to get things

done, into office as more valuable than electing someone

who shares her own skin color and life experience. 

By exploring racial tensions and “old guard” approaches ver-

sus post-Katrina pragmatism, the film raises fundamental

questions about the meaning of “representation” in a repre-

sentational democracy. if there are fewer African Americans

on the new orleans city council, have blacks, by definition,

been disenfranchised? Does turnover in a corrupt system

signal the possibility of better things to come, even if it

means the people from your race or neighborhood have

been replaced by people from groups that, for decades,

were often undeserving of your trust? is someone who has

shared your suffering in a better position to advocate for

your interests than a person who merely sympathizes? And

when the voters have finally decided, is there a way to heal

the rifts so that all the residents ultimately win? 

INTRODUCTION
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Councilwoman Stacy Head and her friend and political

adviser Barbara Lacen-Keller.

Photo courtesy of Andrew Kolker



Getting Back to Abnormal is well suited for use in a

variety of settings and is especially recommended for

use with:

• Your local PBS station 

• Groups that have discussed previous PBS and POV

films relating to race, racism, New Orleans and

elections, including I’m Carolyn Parker: The Good,

the Mad and the Beautiful, So the Wind Won’t

Blow It All Away, Last Man Standing: Politics—

Texas Style, Bill’s Run, Street Fight and Two

Towns of Jasper

• Groups focused on any of the issues listed in the

Key Issues section

• High school students, youth groups and clubs

• Faith-based organizations and institutions

• Cultural, art and historical organizations,

institutions and museums

• Civic, fraternal and community groups

• Academic departments and student groups at

colleges, universities and high schools

• Community organizations with a mission to

promote education and learning, such as local

libraries.

Getting Back to Abnormal is an excellent tool for

outreach and will be of special interest to people who

want to explore the following topics:

• African Americans

• Civil Rights

• Community Organizing

• Discrimination

• Elections

• Housing policy/public housing

• Hurricane Katrina

• Identity politics

• New Orleans

• Political campaigns

• Political science

• Poverty

• Public housing

• Race

• Racism

• Representative democracy

• Segregation
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USING THIS GUIDE

This guide is an invitation to dialogue. it is based on a belief in the power of human connection, designed for people who

want to use Getting Back to Abnormal to engage family, friends, classmates, colleagues and communities. in contrast

to initiatives that foster debates in which participants try to convince others that they are right, this document envisions

conversations undertaken in a spirit of openness in which people try to understand one another and expand their think-

ing by sharing viewpoints and listening actively. 

The discussion prompts are intentionally crafted to help a wide range of audiences think more deeply about the issues

in the film. Rather than attempting to address them all, choose one or two that best meet your needs and interests. And

be sure to leave time to consider taking action. Planning next steps can help people leave the room feeling energized and

optimistic, even in instances when conversations have been difficult. 

For more detailed event planning and facilitation tips, visit www.pov.org/engage

POTENTIAL PARTNERS KEY ISSUES
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Stacy Head

stacy Head began her career in politics as an undergraduate

student at Louisiana state university. While in college, she

worked for the Louisiana state legislature and, after earning

a law degree, worked briefly as an attorney. Then, after earn-

ing a law degree she worked briefly as an attorney. Head has

served on the new orleans city council since 2006, when

she defeated District B incumbent Renée Gill Pratt, who was

subsequently indicted for racketeering. Head ran against

what she termed the political machine of then-congressman

Bill Jefferson (who was subsequently indicted and convicted

of racketeering) and became the first white councilmember

to represent District B in 31 years. Head was re-elected in

February 2010.

Head's tenure on the council has been marked by a series of

controversies, many related to her efforts to reform city gov-

ernment. in 2008, she began investigating the relationship

between fees collected and services rendered by the sani-

tation department. This escalated into arguments about city

contracts with minority businesses. When sanitation di-

rector Veronica White leaked thousands of e-mails

from white members of the city council to activist

lawyer Tracie Washington, the conflict expanded, eventually

leading to a failed recall drive. 

Despite her reputation, Head was elected councilmember-

at-large in February 2012, a victory credited to the 12 per-

cent black vote she received. she is now one of two

councilmembers-at-large on the seven-person new orleans

city council. she was reelected in 2014.

Sources:

Donze, Frank. "stacy Head new orleans city council Victory credited

to Turnout, Black Vote." The Times-Picayune, April 23, 2012. 

http://www.nola.com/politics/index.ssf/2012/04/turnout_black_vote_

key_to_stac.html

new orleans city council. "stacy Head: councilmember-At-Large." 

http://www.nolacitycouncil.com/meet/meet_head_atlarge.asp

White, Jaquetta. "Head Defends Her Record as Green Attacks it in At-

large council Race." The New Orleans Advocate, January 28, 2014.

http://www.theneworleansadvocate.com/home/8169584-172/head-

defends-her-record-as

New Orleans City Councilwoman Stacy Head.

Photo courtesy of Andrew Kolker
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Barbara Lacen-Keller

Barbara Lacen-Keller is the director of constituent services

for new orleans city councilwoman stacy Head, and a long-

time activist. Former new orleans mayor Marc Morial called

her the “mayor of central city.” she worked in the orleans

parish school system for 16 years and then became the clinic

administrator at the central city health clinic for another

eight years. since 2006, she’s served as a staff member for

councilwoman Head. Lacen-Keller was also the original or-

ganizer of the second Line cultural Tradition Task Force,

which promotes, preserves, perpetuates and celebrates the

music and culture of the city. she is also the chair of the cen-

tral city Partnership, a community organization that brings

together schools, businesses, faith-based organizations and

residents and runs a skills bank program to help unemployed

community members find jobs.

Sources

Murphy, Paul. “central city Partnership Puts Locals to Work.”

WWLTV.com. eyewitness news, June 11, 2012. 

http://www.wwltv.com/news/central-city-Partnership-Puts-Locals-

To-Work-158500265.html

new orleans city council. “council staff.”

http://www.nolacitycouncil.com/meet/meet_councilstaff.asp

Political operative Barbara Lacen-Keller.

Photo courtesy of Andrew Kolker
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Corey Watson

corey Watson worked as an electrical engineer until 2000,

when he became an ordained minister. He now serves as

pastor at Watson Memorial Teaching Ministries, which was

founded by his father, Tom Watson, and is located in District

B. corey Watson’s political career began after he became in-

volved in civic initiatives ranging from at-risk youth outreach

to environmental justice. in 2012, Watson ran in the election

for the councilmember-at-large seat, which he lost. His op-

ponent, stacy Head, took home 67 percent of the vote, while

Watson received 33 percent. 

Sources:

carr, sarah. "stacy Head, corey Watson Tiptoe through new orleans

city council Race." The Times-Picayune, January 19, 2010.

http://www.nola.com/politics/index.ssf/2010/01/post_276.html

Krupa, Michelle. "corey Watson, son of uptown Minister Tom Watson,

to challenge stacy Head for city council seat." The Times-Picayune,

December 2, 2009. 

http://www.nola.com/politics/index.ssf/2009/12/

corey_watson_son_of_uptown_min.html

Morris, Robert. "uptown Area election Results." Uptown Messenger,

April 8, 2010.  http://uptownmessenger.com/2010/04/uptown-area-

election-results/

Stephanie Mingo

stephanie Mingo is a housing activist in new orleans and

after Hurricane Katrina was one of the many residents dis-

placed from the old st. Bernard public housing development,

the second largest housing project in the city. she was the

third generation of her family to live in st. Bernard. The hous-

ing project was subsequently demolished after a unanimous

vote of the city council. Mingo was offered an apartment in

the new mixed income columbia Parc development, which is

being built on the same site, but she refused it. Along with

other former tenants, she objects to the small number of res-

idences set aside for low-income former residents of st.

Bernard and the new strict rules for residents. Mingo is a

mother of four and a longtime employee of the orleans

parish school board.

Campaigning.

Photo courtesy of Andrew Kolker
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Desegregation of New Orleans, 1960

The population of new orleans has historically experienced

dramatic fluctuations in ethnicity and race, stemming from

factors such as colonization, slavery and immigration. From

1850 to 1950, the population underwent a substantial shift

as the number of foreign-born residents decreased from

more than 40 percent of the population to just 3 percent,

while the number of black residents increased from 5.3 per-

cent to 30.7 percent of the population. This pattern was

widespread across the united states as the participation of

black citizens in the burgeoning industries of large cities in-

tensified. 

on May 17, 1954, the verdict of Brown v. Board of Education

determined that the segregation of public schools was in vi-

olation of the equal Protection clause of the 14th Amend-

ment to the u.s. constitution. Resistance to the u.s.

supreme court decision was fierce in many southern states,

resulting in both President eisenhower and President

Kennedy deploying the national Guard to assist in the inte-

gration of school districts and protect young students from

protesters. in new orleans, the desegregation of public

schools is now referred to as the “new orleans school cri-

sis” because of the violent and bitter responses from segre-

gationists. 

Federal district court judge J. skelly Wright mandated that

new orleans public schools needed to begin the process of

desegregation by september 1960. However, it wasn’t until

november 1960 that African-American students were actu-

ally admitted to white schools. Ruby Bridges, Leona Tate,

Tessie Provost and Gail etienne were among the first

African-American schoolchildren to attend formerly all-white

schools in the south when they enrolled at schools in the

ninth Ward in the face of fervent protest and backlash. Tate,

Provost and etienne attended McDonogh number 19;

Bridges attended William Frantz elementary school. in re-

sponse, many white parents pulled their children from those

two schools, leaving behind fewer than 10 white students en-

rolled in both schools combined. Bridges was left alone in

the classroom with the only white teacher who would agree

to teach her. 

Sources:

Fussell, elizabeth. “constructing new orleans, constructing Race: A

Population History of new orleans.” Journal of American History 94

(December 2007).  http://www.journalofamericanhistory.org/projects/

katrina/Fussell.html

KnowLA encyclopedia of Louisiana “new orleans school crisis.”

http://www.knowla.org/entry/723/

Landphair, Juliette. “‘The Forgotten People of new orleans’:

community, Vulnerability, and the Lower ninth Ward.” Journal of

American History 94 (December 2007).

http://www.journalofamericanhistory.org/projects/katrina/Landphair.html

White Flight, 1965

The desegregation of public schools began a dramatic

change in the demographics of new orleans, as many white

residents relocated to suburban areas where a number of

school districts were still segregated. This trend, commonly

referred to as “white flight,” is attributed in part to backlash

against the civil rights movement and upwardly mobile black

families moving into previously all-white neighborhoods.

This pattern of white families moving out of the cities and

into the suburbs was widespread throughout the country.

During this time, new orleans saw an exodus of residents

from the Lower ninth Ward, which had previously been in-

habited mostly by white and working class residents. in 1965,

Hurricane Betsy wrought severe damage in the Lower ninth

Ward, causing even more white residents to leave the area.

Most settled in st. Bernard parish, while the predominantly

African-American population remaining suffered the devas-

tation of the hurricane. During the period from Hurricane

Betsy to Hurricane Katrina, the population of new orleans

dropped by more than 20 percent as white residents left. By

2000, approximately 90 percent of the population of the

Lower ninth Ward was African-American. 

Sources

Landphair, Juliette. “‘The Forgotten People of new orleans’:

community, Vulnerability, and the Lower ninth Ward.” Journal of

American History 94 (December 2007). http://www.journalofamerican-

history.org/projects/katrina/Landphair.html

http://www.irp.wisc.edu/publications/focus/pdfs/foc32a.pdf
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First Black Mayor of New Orleans, 1978

in 1978, the city of new orleans elected its first black mayor,

ernest nathan Morial. originally from the seventh Ward, Mo-

rial was the first black graduate of the law school at

Louisiana state university, as well as the first black member

of the state legislature since Reconstruction, the era follow-

ing the civil War. Morial became a central figure in the civil

rights movement of new orleans, fighting for equal rights

as a civil rights attorney and serving as president of the local

nAAcP chapter. in his 1977 mayoral election, Morial gar-

nered 95 percent of the black vote and 20 percent of the

white vote to defeat his opponent, Joseph DiRosa. Morial

continued on to serve two consecutive terms. 

When Morial began his first term, new orleans was the third

poorest city in the united states. He dedicated his efforts to

ensuring that the poor gained access to opportunities and

pushed for the city to increase employment of African

Americans. As a result, from 1977 to 1985 the proportion of

African-American city workers increased by 13 percent.

Morial also worked to amplify tourism as a central

driver of the local economy by encouraging invest-

ment in the downtown area. By the end of Morial’s second

term, he had relieved new orleans of a $40 million deficit

and balanced the city’s budget. 

Sources:

Hirsch, Arnold. “Harold and Dutch Revisited: A comparative Look at

the First Black Mayors of chicago and new orleans.” in African-

American Mayors: Race, Politics, and the American City, edited by

David colburn and Jeffrey Adler. champaign: university of illinois

Press, 2001.

KnowLA encyclopedia of Louisiana. “Dutch Morial.”

http://www.knowla.org/entry/818/

The Louisiana Humanities center. "The Mayors of new orleans since

1946.”  http://www.leh.org/mayors/mayors.html

noLA.com. “1977: Dutch Morial is elected First Black Mayor of new

orleans.”

http://www.nola.com/175years/index.ssf/2011/12/1977_dutch_morial_is

_elected_f.html

Political operative Barbara Lacen-Keller denouncing some

New Orleans electoral dirty tricks.

Photo courtesy of Andrew Kolker
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Black Political Dominance, 1979 to 2004

From 1979 to 2004, the presence of African Americans in

new orleans government surged to unprecedented levels.

During Morial’s mayoralty, African-American political organ-

izations such as BoLD (Black organization for Leadership

Development), souL (southern organization for unified

Leadership) and LiFe (Louisiana independent Federation of

electors) emerged as conduits for black citizens to engage

in the political process. These organizations were a neces-

sary counterbalance to the popular whites-only gentlemen’s

clubs where business and policymaking decisions were tra-

ditionally made. 

By 2004, the city of new orleans had elected four African-

American mayors: ernest n. Morial (1978-1986), sidney J.

Barthelemy (1986-1994), Marc Morial (1994-2002) and c. Ray

nagin (2002-2010), who served during Hurricane Katrina.

The city council sustained a black majority for almost two

decades, and black voter participation in the city was con-

sistently higher than white turnout. 

Sources:

eggler, Bruce. “Katrina changed Racial Landscape of orleans Politics.”

The Times-Picayune, october 18, 2008.

http://www.nola.com/news/index.ssf/2008/10/katrina_changed_racial

_landsca.html

Garvey, Joan B., and Mary Lou Widmer. “Mayors of new orleans.”

Beautiful Crescent: A History of New Orleans. Gretna, LA: Pelican, 2013.

Mock, Brentin. “The changing Face of Political Power in new orleans.”

The Root, August 23,. 2010.

http://www.theroot.com/articles/politics/2010/08/black_political_pow

er_in_new_orleans_is_waning_five_years_after_katrina.html

smith, Ryan. “Gap closes on Voter Turnout.” The Times-Picayune,

october 18, 2008.

http://blog.nola.com/news_impact/2008/10/RAcePoLiTics101908.jpg

Stacy Head and Corey Watson in a televised debate.

Photo courtesy of Andrew Kolker
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Katrina Forces Exodus, 2005

The racial and political climate in new orleans shifted dra-

matically again when Hurricane Katrina struck new orleans

on August 29, 2005, killing at least 1,836 people and causing

an estimated 81 billion dollars in damage. The population of

the city decreased from nearly 450,000 residents in 2005

to roughly 210,000 in 2006 after the storm. At the same

time, the white population increased from 28 percent in

2005 to 42.7 percent in 2006, while the black population de-

creased by over 30 percent. The areas hit the hardest by

Hurricane Katrina were predominantly low-income, black

neighborhoods with poor infrastructure situated near the

water. The population of st. Bernard parish decreased by

half. Many of these residents were renters and not home-

owners, and it became nearly impossible for them to find

new housing in order to return after the floods cleared. Less

than a quarter of the 5,000 families living in public housing

in new orleans before the hurricane have returned.

At the same time, population grew in suburban wealthy

neighborhoods located in more elevated areas, such

as st. Tammany Parish, where the population in-

creased by 25 percent. The changes extended beyond white

and African-American residents; as the city struggled to re-

build itself, a wave of migrant workers from Mexico and cen-

tral America moved to new orleans seeking jobs in

construction and manual labor. As a result, the city’s Latino

population more than doubled.

This change in the city’s demographics had impact in the po-

litical arena as well. Prior to Hurricane Katrina, African-Amer-

ican voters consistently turned out at the polls in greater

numbers than white voters. As that gap closed, a greater

number of white candidates successfully sought seats long

held by African Americans. since 2004, black majority rep-

resentation has been altered significantly. 

Henry Irwin, the last man standing in his devastated 

New Orleans neighborhood, the Lower Ninth Ward.

Photo courtesy of Andrew Kolker
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Sources:

Democracy Now. “Battle over Right to Return: Housing Advocates

occupy new orleans Public Housing office.” 

http://www.democracynow.org/2007/9/4/battle_over_right_to_return

_housing

eggler, Bruce. “Katrina changed Racial Landscape of orleans Politics.”

The Times-Picayune, october 18, 2008.

http://www.nola.com/news/index.ssf/2008/10/katrina_changed_racial

_landsca.html#Fussell, elizabeth. Fussell, elizabeth. “constructing new

orleans, constructing Race: A Population History of new orleans.”

Journal of American History 94 (December 2007). 

http://www.journalofamericanhistory.org/projects/katrina/Fussell.html

Livescience. “Hurricane Katrina: Facts, Damage & Aftermath.”

http://www.livescience.com/22522-hurricane-katrina-facts.html

Robertson, campbell. “smaller new orleans After Katrina, census

shows.” The New York Times, February 3, 2011.

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/02/04/us/04census.html?

pagewanted=all&_r=0

New Orleans in 2010 

By 2010, the city of new orleans had undergone decades of

powerful shifts in size and structure. The overall population

of new orleans has been steadily shrinking, and the 2010

u.s. census showed that since the previous u.s. census in

2000 the population had dropped from 484,674 to 343,829.

Though the black population dwindled during that time, new

orleans maintained a black majority of approximately 60

percent versus 30 percent for non-Hispanic whites. Poverty

remained a major issue for new orleans in 2010, as more

than 27 percent of residents lived below the federal poverty

line. in 2010, Mitch Landrieu was elected mayor, making him

the first white mayor to hold the position since his father

served two terms from 1970 to 1978. 

in recent years, and despite the immense challenges the city

has faced in recovering from the destruction of Hurricane

Katrina, new orleans’ population, infrastructure and eco-

Barbara Lacen-Keller.

Photo courtesy of Andrew Kolker
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nomic investment have started to rebound. However, Hurri-

cane Katrina left an indelible mark, and many individuals and

families can no longer live in the city where they once

resided. eight years after the storm, 90 percent of residents

of middle and upper class origin had returned, often to intact

homes and communities, while only 30 percent of low-in-

come residents, such as those in the Lower ninth Ward,

were able to come back to their homes. While the population

continues to shift in the face of both trial and triumph, the

image of new orleans remains that of a city rich in culture

and history. Today, thousands of tourists again flock to the

city to celebrate the vibrant traditions that make new or-

leans a unique and irreplaceable part of America’s culture

and history.

Sources:

Al Jazeera America. “eight Years after Hurricane Katrina, Many

evacuees Yet to Return.”

http://america.aljazeera.com/articles/2013/8/29/eight-years-

afterkatrinalowincomeevacueeshaveyettoreturn.html

Robertson, campbell. “smaller new orleans After Katrina, census

shows.” The New York Times, February 3, 2011.

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/02/04/us/04census.html?pagewanted=all

united states census Bureau. “new orleans.”

http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/22/2255000.html

Stacy Head.

Photo courtesy of Andrew Kolker
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Stacy Head - new orleans city councilmember-at-large Barbara Lacen-Keller - director of constituent services for

new orleans city councilwoman stacy Head 

Stephanie Mingo – housing activist from the former st.

Bernard public housing project

Paul Beaulieu and John Slade – radio hosts

Lynette Bickham – former st. Bernard housing project 

resident

Raphael Cassimere - historian 

Deborah Cotton – cultural reporter, Gambit blogger, 

historian and activist

Larry Gabriel – former st. Bernard housing project resident

Henry Irvin - ninth Ward survivor 

Pres Kabacoff – real estate developer

Arthur “Buddy” Lemann - attorney

David Simon - creator of HBo’s Treme

Katy Reckdahl – Times-Picayune reporter 

Malcolm Suber - project director for citizens for Accountability

and Transparency in Government

Oliver Thomas - former city councilmember

Tracie Washington - civil rights activist and attorney 

involved in recall initiative against stacy Head 

Corey Watson - Head’s opponent and the scion of a family of

local ministers.

Selected People Featured in Getting Back to Abnormal



Immediately after the film, you may want to give people a

few quiet moments to reflect on what they have seen or

pose a general question (examples below) and give people

some time to themselves to jot down or think about their

answers before opening the discussion:  

• If you could ask anyone in the film a single question,

whom would you ask and what would you ask him or

her? 

• What did you learn from this film? What insights did

it provide?

• If a friend asked you what this film was about, what

would you say? 

• Describe a moment or scene in the film that you

found particularly disturbing or moving. What was it

about that scene that was especially compelling for

you?

GENERAL DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
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The Legacy of Racism

ninth Ward survivor Henry irvin says, “We in new orleans

have some of the blackest white people and some of the

whitest black people you’re ever going to see.” What does

he mean?

The opening of the film includes this 1832 quote from Alexis

de Tocqueville: “They say that a mixture of every nation is to

be found in new orleans. But in the midst of this confusion,

what race should dominate and give direction to the rest?”

How does de Tocqueville’s assumption that one race should

dominate—common thinking in his times—show up in the

film? Do you also see examples in your community?

cultural reporter Deborah cotton describes race relations in

new orleans as being like a family: “You have things in your

relationships that are endearing and that you do like, but, at

your core, you know that your cousin is a jerk and you would

not choose that person if you did not have them in your fam-

ily. so, i think that there’s this deep love and affection, but

also deep wounds.” How would you describe race rela-

tions in your community?

stacy Head acknowledges, “it is hard to remember in every-

thing you do and in everything you say that someone’s

going to take this differently because they have a totally dif-

ferent perspective because they were made to ride in the

back of the bus or they couldn’t drink from the same foun-

tain. i try to do that. i try to be more conscious of it, but i

think—in new orleans for sure—we’ve gotten so focused on

that, that instead of judging people by their content, they’re

being judged by the color of their skin. And, arguably…i

mean, what i hear is you’re supposed to give someone a pass

because they’re African American.” What is Head saying

about the legacy of racism and how it influences one’s per-

spectives? in your view, does her framing of the issue reflect

an inherent racial bias? Why or why not? Have you seen in-

stances where victims of discrimination have been given “a

pass,” as Head describes? How would you design policy so

that it redressed past injustices without giving a free pass to

victims of injustice?

Posters opposing Stacy Head.

Photo courtesy of Andrew Kolker
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Head supporter chante sutton describes being refused the

use of churches for her wedding when “pastors found out

i’m working with stacy [they said], ‘not here, you’re not

going to walk down these aisles.’” Why would support for

Head create such deep divisions within the black commu-

nity? What does each side see as being at stake?

Head acknowledges that the argument “some of my best

friends are black” is repugnant and says, “it’s really awkward

to have to defend yourself as not a racist.” What are Head’s

other options for making the case that she doesn’t deserve

to be tagged with the label “racist”?

The film includes footage of a celebration honoring women

who, 50 years earlier, at age six, were the first to integrate

their elementary school. What does it say about community

values that people are taking time to observe this anniver-

sary publicly? What historical events are typically celebrated

where you live? What important events are ignored? What

do these choices say about your community? 

Viewing the World Through Different Lenses

What do you think Barbara Lacen-Keller sees in stacy Head

that others don’t? 

stephanie Grace observes, “stacy Head often hasn’t thought

through the implications of her behavior, and i think she gen-

uinely thinks she’s doing the right thing. i mean she does not

see herself as racist at all.” if Head doesn’t see her own ac-

tions or words as racist, why do you think others take them

that way?

Talk radio host Paul Beaulieu observes, “We react differently

to issues on race than white folk do. But at least black folk

are about fair; they are not about hurting—economically or

politically—white folk. That’s not their agenda. on the other

hand, the political coup that i see coming, is directly aimed

at lessening the political power of black folk, lessening the

economic impact and development of black folk, lessening

elected—just lessening.” What is your reaction to that state-

ment?

Corey Watson giving a sermon.

Photo courtesy of Andrew Kolker
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Elections, Campaigns and the Meaning of
Representation

What did you learn from the film about political representa-

tion and its relationship to identity, race, and history? 

cory Watson’s father, the reverend Tom Watson, preaches,

“our community is in a fight for its life.” corey Watson ex-

plains, “You all know the famous statement: This city will al-

ways be a chocolate city. That was said because there were

thoughts that the city was going to be grabbed away from

my community and there was this thought that let’s shrink

the city and let’s keep certain people out and let’s not allow

them back. even though we’re having a bring back new or-

leans commission, we’re not bringing back everybody.”

What is the evidence for the belief that blacks are being shut

out of power? short of withdrawing from politics, how could

white officials address the fear that African Americans are

being intentionally marginalized?

Lieutenant governor and mayoral candidate Mitch Landrieu

says, “i know everybody wants to make this election

about race, but it really is about common ground.”

Who is likely to find an argument about finding common

ground appealing or convincing and why? 

Anyone who exposes corruption is likely to invite contro-

versy. How does the fact that stacy Head was a white

woman exposing corruption by African Americans exacer-

bate tensions? can you think of any ways that Head could

have challenged the existing black power structure without

her actions being interpreted as racist? 

Head explains her opposition, saying, “They don’t like me be-

cause i challenge their political base. You have a large group

of people who don’t feel empowered and they are told, time

and time again, the only way you’re going to have anybody

speak for you is to have somebody who looks just like you.”

Given the history of race in the united states, do you think

race is a relevant factor in terms of being adequately repre-

sented? Do you consider a candidate’s race as a factor when

you vote? Why or why not? 

Stacy Head at a City Council meeting.

Photo courtesy of Andrew Kolker
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Paul Beaulieu says, “stacy Head is the point guard for the

shadow government,” and he also says the “shadow gov-

ernment train has a lot of cars on it. it has the criminal justice

system on it; it has the white-owned media on it; it has white

political leaders like stacy Head on it; it has businessmen on

it. That’s the train that’s coming.” What does he mean by the

term “shadow government”? 

stacy Head is described as “caustic.” even she wishes she

could bite her tongue sometimes. What role might gender

play in how people judge her style? 

A man campaigning for Watson asks what his sign’s “sec-

tion B” reference means. in terms of ethics, what is the dif-

ference between paying campaign workers who believe in

you and paying people who know nothing about you? 

Housing Policy

in the wake of Katrina—and in light of the fact that more than

50,000 black new orleanians who lived in public housing

left and have not returned—the city council voted to tear

down st. Bernard public housing. From the perspective of

the former residents of that community, what are the pros

and cons of this decision? How about from stacy Head’s per-

spective? 

Former st. Bernard resident Lynette Bickham typifies oppo-

nents’ reactions to the rules of columbia Parc, the new

mixed housing development that replaced her old home. she

objects to the housing authority “trying to dictate our way of

living and i’m not have nobody dictate my way of living… i

don’t need nobody dictating to me when i can stand on my

porch, why i can’t smoke a cigarette, why i can’t do this. i

can’t have guests in the gym room.” Who do you think

should have the right to make rules for public housing?

Barbara Lacen-Keller going door-to-door to meet voters.

Photo courtesy of Andrew Kolker



Former st. Bernard resident Larry Gabriel objects to certain

rules. He describes the rules, saying, “Anybody that had been

to jail or anything, that they can’t come to your house. if you

got a child, that they can’t come live with you. You ain’t help-

ing families, you, you separating families when you do it. i’m

supposed to put my child out if they’ve been to jail or some-

thing?” Do you agree with rules that keep people with crim-

inal records out, even if such rules result in separation of

family members? Why or why not? should institutional

racism in the justice system (that results in higher incarcer-

ation rates for African Americans) be a factor in the rule

making? Where should felons who have been released live if

they can’t live with family members and low-end housing

was destroyed by Katrina? How might this rule lead some

former st. Bernard residents to conclude that the city coun-

cil’s approach to public housing is racist? 

Times-Picayune reporter Katy Reckdahl explains why some

former st. Bernard residents see the vote to tear down their

former home as discriminatory, especially given the restric-

tions on residents of columbia Parc and the limited number

of spaces available there: “if i was stephanie Mingo and

somebody said to me, ‘okay, you can’t come back because

you lost your job; you can’t come back because one of your

children was in juvenile court; you can't come back...' And,

suddenly, it becomes this weird, sort of, almost like a pup-

peteer messing with your life in a way that i don’t think that

middle-class people have to do. And i think stephanie looks

at it and says, ‘Why do i have to watch the puppeteer take

away my neighbors when middle-class families didn’t have

to make those kind of choices about the block they came

back to?’” if you were stacy Head, how would you address

Mingo’s concerns? What would you do to make her feel re-

spected?

DISCUSSION PROMPTS
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Tessie Prevost, Leona Tate, Gail Etienne and ex-Federal

Marshal Al Butlerreunite on the 50th anniversary of the

desegregation of their New Orleans elementary school.

Photo courtesy of Andrew Kolker
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Activist stephanie Mingo quips, “i don’t know why they tear-

ing public housing down...i mean, uh, shoot, all our presidents

live in public housing. Why we can’t live in public housing?

They live in public housing. so, why we can’t live in public

housing?” How would you answer her?

Real estate developer Pres Kabacoff says that because so

many of new orleans’ poor did not return after Katrina, “We

have a great opportunity to de-concentrate the poor, which

is, i think, the right thing to do for the city of new orleans.”

in contrast, stephanie Mingo points out, “it’s not only that

we lost a development, but we lost a community.” How do

you respond to their differing perspectives? How would you

create a housing policy for new orleans that would re-es-

tablish communities and not just rebuild buildings? 

Given the concerns of the protestors, why do you think the

obamas have endorsed columbia Parc as a new model for

public housing in new orleans? Do you agree with the city

council’s belief that mixed income neighborhoods that “de-

concentrate the poor” best serve the needs of those who are

dependent on public housing? Why or why not?

The protesters chant, “We won’t go without a fight! Housing

is a human right!” Do you agree that housing is a human

right? if so, how should that translate into action? What spe-

cific things should happen in your community?

Only in New Orleans

one new orleans saints fan says, “The saints represent the

city, you know, we have no racial divide. There’s no eco-

nomic divide, you know. it’s one…it’s one team, one city.”

How can a sports franchise unify a city? How might the unity

of fans be transferred to other parts of city life? Aside from

a sports team, what other things could become unifying

forces for a city?

Attorney Arthur “Buddy” Lemann is only partially joking

when he says, “Maybe the best way to deal with reality is to

go into the French Quarter, have a few drinks, have a good

meal, and dance, and get naked in the streets… Most of us

will take lunch rather than getting something done. eventu-

ally it does get done.” How does the laid back nature of new

orleans influence its political culture? What’s the difference

between the absence of a sense of urgency and a lack of

progress resulting from corruption? 

Attorney Tracie Washington says, “i think it’s important that

we have a racial new orleans. That’s the only way in which

you will acknowledge, accept, respect, appreciate and enjoy

the differences in the culture. There are differences in cul-

ture divided by race here and ethnicity, so i don’t want a

post-racial new orleans, ever.” How can new orleans pre-

serve the racial and cultural identities of its various commu-

nities and neighborhoods and still forge an equitable and

unified future? 

Additional media literacy questions are available at:

www.pbs.org/pov/educators/media-literacy.php



Taking Action

• Find groups that are continuing to aid in Katrina recovery efforts, especially in terms of working with

low-income people who were displaced. Ask what you can do to help.

• Examine the relationship between the demographics of your community and the composition of

elected and appointed officials in your city. Present your findings at a town hall to discuss issues of

representation. Which groups are well represented and which groups are left out? Invite historians to

speak about the relationship between historical discrimination and current politics.

• Investigate the rules governing residents in public housing where you live. Interview residents about

their views of the rules, including any changes they would recommend. Work together to divide

prospective changes into two categories: those that can be implemented directly by residents, and

those that require government or agency action. Assist residents in implementing ideas from the first

list and arrange to present the second list to elected officials and housing agency staff. If structures

aren’t already in place to involve residents in future rule making, work to implement more cooperative

and inclusive rule-making procedures. 

• In the film, former city councilmember Oliver Thomas jokes, “We got a festival for everything but

eliminating poverty.” Create a festival for eliminating poverty. 
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Stephanie Mingo and community members

protesting near Columbia Parc.

Photo courtesy of Andrew Kolker



New Orleans

CITY OF NEW ORLEANS

www.nola.gov 

The city’s official website includes information on the city

council, services and strategic plans, as well as press

releases about current issues.

COLUMBIA PARC

www.columbiaparc.com/st-bernard/faq.php 

The website of the columbia Parc community (featured in

the film) includes details about the housing project and

policies governing former residents of the st. Bernard

housing project and all current residents.

THE DATA CENTER

www.datacenterresearch.org 

This website is a non-partisan source of research-based

demographic information about new orleans and post-

Katrina recovery

HOUSING AUTHORITY OF NEW ORLEANS

www.hano.org 

This website provides general information about public

housing options and initiatives in the city.

RESOURCES
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FILM WEBSITE

www.gettingbacktoabnormal.com 

The best place to find detailed information about the film and filmmakers is the film’s website.

“DOCUMENTING NEW ORLEANS ON FILM AND PUTTING GETTING BACK TO ABNORMAL IN CONTEXT”

www.louisianaculturalvistas.org/documenting-new-orleans-on-film

This article by filmmaker Paul stekler discusses the history of making documentaries about new orleans.

Original Online Content on POV  
To enhance the broadcast, POV has produced an interactive website to enable viewers to explore the film in greater

depth. POV’s website for Getting Back to Abnormal website—www.pbs.org/pov/abnormal—offers a broad range of

exclusive online content to enhance the PBS broadcast. Watch the full film online for free for a limited time following

the broadcast, watch an extended interview with the filmmakers, download a discussion guide and other viewing

resources and more.

What’s Your POV? 
Share your thoughts about Getting Back to Abnormal by posting a comment at www.pbs.org/pov/abnormal



Housing Advocacy

NATIONAL ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL RIGHTS INITIATIVE

www.nesri.org 

This human rights organization works with local groups to

advocate for policies promoting equitable and universal

economic and social rights, including health, housing,

education and work with dignity. of special interest is this

critique of recovery proposals for new orleans written by

stephanie Mingo and sam Jackson:

www.nesri.org/sites/default/files/comment_on_the_Draft

_Policy_Recommendations_to_support_Gulf_coast_Housi

ng_Recovery.pdf 

Prepared Testimony of Ms. Stephanie Mingo 

Before the Subcommittee on Housing and Community

Opportunity: “Status of the Big Four, Four Years 

After Hurricane Katrina”

http://financialservices.house.gov/media/file/
hearings/111/mingo.pdf 

in this testimony, stephanie Mingo explains how post-

Katrina policies have favored the interests of landowners,

corporations and affluent homeowners at the expense of

the poor.

Race Relations

Gentrification and its Discontents: 

Notes from New Orleans by Richard Campanella

http://www.newgeography.com/content/003526-
gentrification-and-its-discontents-notes-new-orleans

An article on the changing demographics in new orleans

after Hurricane Katrina

A KATRINA READER

http://katrinareader.org/ 

This is a collection of articles and reports from grassroots

racial justice organizations and initiatives in post-Katrina

new orleans. The site includes a useful collection of links

to related organizations: http://katrinareader.org/some-

grassroots-racial-justice-organizations 

NAACP NEW ORLEANS BRANCH

http://neworleansnaacp.org/ 

The new orleans chapter of the nAAcP was founded in

1915 and has worked since then to end race-based discrim-

ination. Recent initiatives include combatting racism in the

new orleans police department.

ONE COMMUNITY INITIATIVE

www.wyes.org/onecommunityinitiative/
survey-report.php 

A project of new orleans’ public television station, this

site offers the results of 2008 and 2009 surveys on race

relations and race-based discrimination in new orleans.

RESOURCES
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HOW TO BUY THE FILM

To order Getting Back to Abnormal on DVD, 
visit www.gettingbacktoabnormal.com/.

Front cover: Three die-hard Saints fans during
the 2010 championship 
Photo courtesy of Andrew Kolker

The See it On PBS logo is a trademark of the Public Broadcasting Service and is used with permission. All rights reserved.

Produced by American Documentary, Inc.

and beginning its 27th season on PBS in

2014, the award-winning POV series is the

longest-running showcase on American television to feature the

work of today’s best independent documentary filmmakers. Air-

ing June through September with primetime specials during the

year, POV has brought more than 365 acclaimed documentaries

to millions nationwide. POV films have won every major film and

broadcasting award, including 32 Emmys, 15 George Foster

Peabody Awards, 10 Alfred I. DuPont-Columbia University

Awards, three Academy Awards and the Prix Italia. Since 1988,

POV has pioneered the art of presentation and outreach using

independent nonfiction media to build new communities in con-

versation about today’s most pressing social issues. Visit

www.pbs.org/pov. 

POV Digital www.pbs.org/pov

POV’s award-winning website extends the life of our films online

with interactive features, interviews, updates, video and educa-

tional content, as well as listings for television broadcasts, com-

munity screenings and films available online. The POV Blog is a

gathering place for documentary fans and filmmakers to discuss

their favorite films and get the latest news.  

POV Community Engagement and Education 

POV’s Community Engagement and Education team works with

educators, community organizations and Public Media stations

to present more than 650 free screenings every year. In addi-

tion, we produce and distribute free discussion guides and cur-

riculum-based lesson plans for each of our films. With our

community partners, we inspire dialogue around the most im-

portant social issues of our time.

Major funding for POV is provided by PBS, The John D. and

Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, the John S. and James L.

Knight Foundation, Bertha Foundation, Wyncote Foundation,

The Educational Foundation of America, Corporation for Public

Broadcasting, National Endowment for the Arts, New York State

Council on the Arts, the New York City Department of Cultural

Affairs in partnership with the City Council, Ann Tenenbaum and

Thomas H. Lee, and public television viewers. POV is presented

by a consortium of public television stations, including KQED

San Francisco, WGBH Boston and THIRTEEN in association

with WNET.ORG

American Documentary, Inc.  www.amdoc.org

American Documentary, Inc. (AmDoc) is a multimedia company

dedicated to creating, identifying, and presenting contemporary

stories that express opinions and perspectives rarely featured in

mainstream-media outlets. AmDoc is a catalyst for public cul-

ture, developing collaborative strategic-engagement activities

around socially relevant content on television, online, and in

community settings. These activities are designed to trigger ac-

tion, from dialogue and feedback to educational opportunities

and community participation.

You can follow us on Twitter @POVengage 
for the latest news from 

POV Community Engagement & Education.

Media Sponsor:

http://www.americandocumentary.org

