
Ethnomusicology Semester II Reflection I: 

Race, Immigration, and Space 

 Charlottesville being a hub for refugees is something that I had honestly been 

totally oblivious to until learning it in this class. And the fact that Vinegar Hill had 

ever existed and even simply the idea of a place like Vinegar Hill being possible in 

Charlottesville was another thing that had never crossed my mind until just 

recently. So what I want to figure out in this reflection is why is this the case. 

 I think one thing that certainly can’t be overlooked and that thankfully is 

starting to really come to the forefront in our state and city is the existence of 

institutional racism. It’s something that has been shaping the lives of people here in 

Cville and it has been determining the range of possibilities for many residents, but 

it’s something that we don’t ever look at. And even when I have been told in classes 

to look at it, it has always with this kind of perspective that “Institutional racism 

exists, but not here in Charlottesville, not at UVA”. And in my life it’s something that 

I never have to look at because I’m not the victim, so to be looking it bare in the face 

in this class is something very rare and very useful. 

 However the fact that it has never been a topic in my life and the fact that our 

status as a refugee city was news to me says a lot. It seems like inside the University 

there is nothing except for the University. We aren’t encouraged to interact with 

Charlottesville almost at all. And because of that we aren’t getting to see the 

community for what it is through and through, we’re getting to see the foot that our 

city puts forward for the world. 



 Especially since the rolling stone article, it seems that Charlottesville as a city 

has been trying to gentrify, to secure, and to normalize itself so that this sense of 

danger would disappear. Minorities are pushed to the side through urban planning, 

the city seem to be cut up into areas determined largely by race and affluence, and 

those places that aren’t rich and/or white are the places that we don’t want visitors 

seeing. As a result these are the things that I haven’t been seeing. They are farther 

from the University, removed from the Downtown Mall, shoved away from 

Barracks; in short they are not only obscure, but also truly hidden; intentionally. 

 These things make our task as ethnographers so much more difficult than it 

could’ve been. As our group has delved more deeply into the Underground Hip-Hop 

scene I have begun to realize that a large reason for it being underground is that its 

black music. Walking the downtown mall we heard folk songs, bluegrass, even old 

drinking songs on an accordion, but I didn’t hear any rap, no trap, nothing even 

remotely conceived of as “black music”. So to find any of this music we really had to 

go against the designs of the city; we can’t walk venue-to-venue or neighborhood-to-

neighborhood. Instead we have had to look for outlets of the underground that are 

not specific to Charlottesville, but are more general, things like SoundCloud, band 

camp, etc. Only then were we able to get started meeting people. 

 One thing that really struck me already in this project is the aspect of 

physical space that we’ve been discussing and that I’ve been experiencing in the 

field. When we met to interview Waasi we were in a downtown coffee shop and he 

and Saedrick looked absolutely out of place in their hoodies and fitted caps amongst 

the turtlenecks and MacBooks of the affluent patrons. It felt like a space that, though 



designed to be welcoming, was absolutely not welcoming to a certain type of person, 

namely them. And yet tonight they had a music video premiering show about a block 

away in a theatre off the downtown mall that I had never heard of in my life. To 

think that these things could all be happening so closely together and yet feel worlds 

apart is incredible to me, and the fact that this theater was tucked away just far 

enough to keep the venue off of the radar of mall-goers seems now par for the 

course. 

 Before meeting Waasi we got our fieldwork started by going to a Hip-Hop 

showcase in IX Art Park. Both Paige and I were wandering around lost for an hour 

trying to find the unlisted venue. After 3 loops of the whole park we realized that the 

venue was a bar tucked away down a side hall underneath the backside of the 

predominant landmark Three Notched Brewery. Here again, the fact that this venue 

was so close to a huge tourist attraction, and yet was so definitely being hidden 

away by the structure of the building itself seems iconic of the way that the city at 

treats minority populations. I couldn’t name a single black neighborhood off the top 

of my head that I had ever heard of or seen before this semester. And the feeling I 

get is that they might be right under my nose, just around the corner, being 

suppressed and hidden. 

 It’s a real shock for me to realize that our city is like this. It’s something I’ve 

never truly been asked to think about and something that I instinctively don’t want 

to accept. It is a truth that was always very carefully avoided by the university and 

most everyone in it, replacing this real issue with the façade of concern and 

altruism. I had pride in the fact that I was in a progressive city, in a place with 



Madison House, in a place with Pancakes for Parkinson, in a place that seemed to 

really care about people. I had pride in a lie. Now, I’m not sure what I have, but at 

least I’m starting to have something closer to the truth. 


