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The unfinished work of the civil rights movement
A Conversation with Kellie Jones

Shea Cobb with her
daughter, Zion, and
her mother, Ms. Renée,
outside the Social Network
banquet hall, 2016, from
the series Flint is Family

Kellie Jones: Let’s start with your book, The Notion of Family
(2014). Did the popularity of The Notion of Family surprise
you, especially given the subject matter? Members of your
family have been supportive and willing subjects. Sometimes
in such exposés we might feel victimhood. How have you
crafted your approach differently?

LaToya Ruby Frazier: Initially, when I started The Notion of
Family, I knew that I needed to make something on behalf of my
relationships with my mother and my grandmother, and something
that was for me.

Growing up in the 1980s in the Rust Belt in Braddock,
Pennsylvania—a time when cities are shrinking, all the factories
have been outsourced, all your social services have been cut, the
schools are closed, the library is barely functioning—I was already
dealing with an invisibility complex. And I didn’t really understand
why we were next to this factory, caught in the shadow not only
of the Edgar Thomson steel plant, but also caught in the shadow
of Andrew Carnegie. What does that mean to have to measure
yourself, or try to be seen, through an industrial capitalist?

Even though I was a teenager and I didn’t have the language to
articulate what I was seeing, I knew that I was dealing with shadows
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