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The Harlem Writers Crew as a Cultural Movement: An Ex-
ploration into a Shared Realm between Anthropology and
Art

Yutaka Nakamura

This article examines some aspects of the Harlem Writers
Crew, a social and cultural movement that began in the late
1980s and continued throughout the 1990s in Harlem, New
York. It was organized by two sociologists and ethnogra-
phers, Terry Williams and William Kornblum, to establish a
place where youths from the public housing projects in Har-
lem could write and read their journals, discuss their daily
experiences, and share their thoughts and concerns. It was
also a project where the sociologists could learn from dia-
logue with the youths, and much of what they learned during
the first four years of their project was recorded in their eth-
nographic work The Uptown Kids: Struggle and Hope in the
Projects, which I translated into Japanese and published in
2010. Using this book, as well as my dialogue and interviews
with Williams and Kornblum, as an ethnographic document,
this article seeks to clarify the specificity of the Harlem Writ-
ers Crew. It perceives the project as a cultural movement, a
collective action which bespeaks the production of meaning
and value. It argues that the Writers Crew was not only a
place for discussion but also a place where the two sociolo-
gists committed themselves to the youths and “intervened” in
their lives. It further argues that such “intervention” was not
one-way. The sociologists” lives were also “intervened in” by
the youths and by the social problems they had to face in
their daily lives. Behind this article also lies my larger re-
search project, which attempts to examine the epistemology
of various cultural movements and (re)-explore, or rather
(re)-establish, a shared realm and viable collaboration be-
tween anthropology and art.
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