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Introduction by Keith Makoto Woodhouse, Northwestern University 
  

estore”	is	a	word	with	generally	agreeable	connotations,	especially	when	
used	in	relation	to	a	disaster.	But	as	Andy	Horowitz	points	out	in	
Katrina:	A	History,	1915-2015,	in	seeking	to	restore	what	was	lost	

disaster	policy	in	the	United	States	also	aims	to	reestablish	existing	inequalities	and	
to	stifle	redistributive	efforts.	This	was	the	case	in	New	Orleans	after	2005,	where	
the	state’s	major	effort	at	restoring	homeownership	shortchanged	those	with	less	
expensive	homes	and	relied	on	racially	prejudicial	housing	values.	At	the	federal	
level,	efforts	to	direct	significant	funds	toward	economic	relief	for	flood	victims	and	
toward	the	mitigation	of	poverty	more	generally	went	nowhere	in	Congress,	despite	
earlier	storms	in	New	Orleans	having	spurred	massive	spending	on	concrete	
infrastructure	to	protect	existing	neighborhoods	stratified	by	class	and	race.		
	
The	long	history	of	Hurricane	Katrina	is,	for	Horowitz,	a	story	about	public	policy	
and	private	interests,	and	“the	liberal	desire	to	expand	the	welfare	state	combined	
with	a	conservative	desire	to	privatize	the	ensuing	growth.”	(8)	As	he	demonstrates,	
the	twin	imperatives	of	economic	growth	and	residential	expansion,	supercharged	
by	the	oil	industry,	shaped	New	Orleans	for	a	hundred	years	and	contributed	to	a	
slowly	unfolding	social	and	environmental	disaster	for	which	Katrina	was	a	
shattering	crescendo.			
	
In	Katrina,	Horowitz	has	told	a	vital	and	complex	story	with	implications	that	
stretch	further	and	further	the	more	one	considers	them.	The	intersection	of	oil,	
infrastructure,	and	inequality	in	Southern	Louisiana	underscores	the	ways	in	which	
fossil	fuels,	climate	change,	and	environmental	injustice	have	laid	a	porous	and	
unstable	foundation	for	the	twenty-first	century.	The	story	Horowitz	tells	is	
grounded	in	a	particular	city	and	region	but	its	significance	encompasses	the	entire	
planet.		
	
Robin	McDowell	begins	the	roundtable	by	acknowledging	the	impossibility	of	any	
definitive	history	of	Katrina	but	celebrating	the	ways	that	Horowitz	nonetheless	
provides	a	novel	and	necessary	perspective	on	how	we	should	think	about	the	
storm	and	its	history	and	aftermath.	By	framing	Katrina	with	discussions	of	oil	and	
mineral	law,	McDowell	points	out,	Horowitz	immediately	expands	our	
understanding	of	the	storm’s	origins	and	meanings.	In	doing	so,	he	offers	a	range	of	
scales	across	which	to	think	about	Katrina,	and	McDowell	wonders	how	historians	
can	preserve	a	sense	of	the	human	and	the	local	even	while	assuming	a	bird’s-eye	
view.	And	McDowell	notes	the	need	for	environmental	historians	to	reach	beyond	“a	
Black-white	binary”	to	include,	for	instance,	Vietnamese	communities	in	New	
Orleans	East.		
	
Craig	Colten	focuses	on	the	concept	of	a	“disaster”—a	key	term	that	Horowitz	
analyzes	throughout	Katrina.	Colten	notes	how	the	legal	and	bureaucratic	definition	
of	a	disaster	provides	a	specific	means	through	which	federal	aid	can	be	dispersed	
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and	ignores,	by	design,	any	consideration	of	a	state	or	municipal	government’s	lack	
of	preparedness.	He	asks	how	we	might	reconcile	this	limited	and	pragmatic	view	
with	the	sort	of	contextual,	long-term	understanding	that	Horowitz	offers.	Colten	
also	wonders	whether	the	opposite	of	“disaster”	is	“the	big	payoff,”	and	how	we	
should	think	about	the	exploitation	of	disasters	after	the	fact,	when	local	businesses	
and	governments	scramble	for	emergency	funds.	Finally,	Colten	laments	the	
tendency	to	learn	from	disasters	only	by	building	infrastructure	equal	to	the	last	
storm,	rather	than	by	asking	the	sort	of	deeper	questions	about	social,	economic,	
and	political	systems	that	inform	Horowitz’s	work.		
	
Lynnell	Thomas	applauds	the	way	that	Katrina	reveals	the	structures	and	policies	
that	produced	both	environmental	vulnerabilities	and	racial	inequities.	Thomas	
takes	issue	with	Horowitz’s	claim	that	the	displacement	of	a	significant	portion	of	
New	Orleans’s	African	American	population	was	caused	by	the	“contingent	work	of	
comparatively	recent	actors”	rather	than	by	a	more	sweeping	racist	history.	In	fact,	
Thomas	argues,	it	is	difficult	to	disaggregate	the	two.	It	is	similarly	difficult	to	
separate	the	harms	that	white	supremacy	has	wrought	for	nonwhite	Americans	
from	those	it	has	imposed	on	white	Americans;	even	if	those	harms	are	unequal,	
Thomas	notes,	they	are	interconnected	and	broadly	consequential,	as	Horowitz	
helps	us	to	see.			
	
Finally,	Leslie	M.	Harris	notes	how	in	Horowitz’s	hands,	the	causes	and	
consequences	of	Katrina	are	not	limited	to	New	Orleans	but	take	in	all	of	lower	
Louisiana	and	beyond.	As	Harris	points	out,	broadening	the	scope	of	inquiry	helps	to	
broaden	the	scope	of	analysis	beyond	“only	one	strata	of	inequality”—racialized	
class	oppression—to	a	variety	of	hierarchical	structures	and	relationships.	Given	
these	interwoven	systems	of	domination	and	given	Horowitz’s	complicated	
discussion	of	how	race	did	and	did	not	shape	the	storm’s	fallout,	Harris	wonders	
whether	Katrina	was	a	missed	opportunity	for	political	collaboration	among	New	
Orleans’s	many	and	diverse	residents.	Harris	bemoans	the	reflexive	tendency	of	
outside	observers	to	depict	rural	Louisianans	as	myopic	when	it	comes	to	climate	
change.	The	real	shortsightedness,	Harris	notes,	is	that	which	Horowitz	describes:	
an	Army	Corps	of	Engineers	that	justified	an	infrastructure	of	shipping	and	flood	
control	with	a	limited	cost-benefit	analysis	but	without	considering	long-term	
consequences	or	soliciting	adequate	local	feedback,	and	federal	support	for	
suburban	development	in	segregated	neighborhoods	in	and	around	New	Orleans	
based	on	the	assumption	that	the	Corps’	flood	control	system	would	ratchet	up	
property	values.	How,	Harris	asks,	do	we	address	the	way	in	which	cost-benefit	
analysis	hides	unequal	benefits	behind	a	patina	of	objectivity,	allowing	
decisionmakers	to	knowingly	shift	the	burden	of	environmental	harms	onto	the	
shoulders	of	the	most	vulnerable?		
	
Many	thanks	to	all	of	the	roundtable	participants	for	taking	part.		
	
H-Environment	Roundtable	Reviews	is	an	open-access	forum	available	to	scholars	
and	non-scholars	alike,	around	the	world,	free	of	charge.	Please	circulate.		
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Comments by Robin McDowell, Harvard University  
	

atrina:	A	History,	1915–2015,	the	first	of	what	will	undoubtedly	be	many	
monographs	from	historian	Andy	Horowitz,	took	flight	after	a	fraught	
decade	in	a	post-Katrina	world.	The	richness	of	this	scholarship	required	

those	ten	years	of	struggle,	reflection,	heartaches,	and	ceremonies.	
	
Undertaking	a	history	of	Katrina	is	rife	with	challenges.	Navigating	inevitable	
hazards—	audience	exhaustion,	genre	saturation,	and	disillusionment	of	the	
communities	for	whom	a	history	of	Katrina	is	inseparable	from	continued	extraction	
and	violence—seems	Sisyphean.	Books	by	scholars,	journalists,	and	artists	came	
before	Horowitz’s,	and	there	are	many	yet	to	be	written.	Any	definitive	history	of	
Katrina	seems	impossible	before	the	pen	even	touches	paper.	
	
But	what	Horowitz	offers	to	a	generation	of	environmental	historians	writing	in	
Katrina’s	inescapable	shadow	is	not	a	sweeping	narrative	or	a	personal	memoir,	but	
a	set	of	portals	into	new	lines	of	questioning,	new	framings	of	culpability,	and	new	
methods	of	ecological	exegesis	without	sensationalism.	To	do	so,	he	launches	a	
subtle	but	crucial	critique	of	a	sunnier	genre	of	disaster	histories	that	conjure	
opportunity	from	wreckage.	Buoyant	claims	are	frequently	countered	with	more	
personal	stories	of	residents	and	survivors.	Horowitz,	however,	counters	using	the	
archive.	
	
The	time	span	of	1915	to	2015	itself	forges	a	new	categorical	understanding	of	
disaster.	While	“Katrina”	has	become	something	of	a	metonym	for	Louisiana,	New	
Orleans,	and	natural	disaster,	the	choice	to	open	and	close	with	a	discussion	of	oil	
and	mineral	law	is	provocative	and	original.	It	immediately	unsettles	all	
expectations	about	where	one	might	begin.	Why	not	the	moment	the	levees	broke?	
Scenes	of	a	drowned	city?	Or	an	elegy?	The	century	from	1915	to	2015	is	not	an	
eyewitness	account,	but	the	opening	to	a	theater	of	ironies	built	around	natural	
resource	extraction	and	the	corporatization	of	petroleum.	Horowitz’s	framing	
suggests	a	more	capacious	understanding	of	“natural	disaster”	in	which	powerful	
men	play	God	for	centuries	with	tectonic	processes	and	congressional	politics.	
Wetlands	are	ravaged	in	order	to	harness	petroleum,	then	marketed	as	nature	
tourism.	Conservation	commissions	are	established	to	do	anything	but	conserve.	
Horowitz	demonstrates	how	in	the	early	twentieth	century,	animal	trappers	in	St.	
Bernard	Parish	lay	the	legal	groundwork	for	an	extractive	oil	industry	that	
destroyed	the	ecosystem	necessary	to	sustain	the	small-scale	prey.	Fast	forward	
nearly	a	century,	and	we	find	ourselves	in	2015,	listening	to	Barack	Obama	speak	
about	resilience	while	these	same	ecosystems	continue	to	wither	and	disappear	into	
the	already	craterous	Louisiana	coastline.	
	
Horowitz	writes	both	with	and	against	more	seductive	approaches	to	petroleum-
fueled	disaster.	The	Deepwater	Horizon	Oil	Spill	of	2010	placed	Louisiana	back	on	

K	



H-Environment Roundtable Reviews, Vol. 11, No. 3 (2021) 5 

the	national	media	map	and	birthed	a	parallel	consciousness	of	environmental	
resilience	and	wetlands	salvation.	However,	this	“new”	wetlands	narrative	clouded	
and	concealed	complex	social	histories	by	supplanting	images	of	race	and	class-
based	loss	and	violence	with	sleek	maps	of	coastal	loss	and	more	palatable	
landscape	photography.	How,	then,	can	historians	reclaim	humanity	in	satellite	
photography	and	military	cartography	without	foreclosing	the	scalability	of	their	
arguments?	If	Katrina	begins	and	ends	with	petroleum,	then	is	a	century-long	
history	of	Katrina	also	a	global	history	of	commodities,	imperialism,	and	labor?	Are	
such	questions	already	overdetermined.		
	
Rather	than	adding	concrete	events	and	locations	to	Horowitz’s	framing,	I	am	
enticed	by	future	work	that	arises	from	the	deepening	and	forefronting	of	
resonances	between	the	economic	and	ecological	as	they	play	out	over	both	time	
and	space.	Great	possibilities	lie	in	serious	engagement	with	spatial	poetics.	
Horowitz	subtly	weaves	such	opportunities	throughout,	placing	soundbites	
alongside	thick	descriptions	of	placemaking	conventions—signs,	yards,	and	streets.	
In	particular,	I	was	left	haunted	by	the	striking	scene	of	a	military	banquet	at	
Antoine’s	Restaurant	in	the	French	Quarter.	I	could	see	the	pink	faces	of	World	War	
II	military	titans.	I	could	hear	the	clink	of	silverware,	polished	by	underpaid,	
exploited	hospitality	workers.	The	textured	stained	glass	obscuring	the	second	floor	
street	view	leading	to	one	of	the	most	engineered	tracts	of	the	Mississippi	River.	The	
forces	that	powerful	white	men	sought	to	wield—so	close,	yet	so	far	away.		
	
The	dinner,	it	seems,	is	one	of	many	ghosts	of	disaster.	While	Horowitz	deftly	
employs	this	vignette	as	a	throughline	for	a	discussion	of	redlining,	it	is	at	that	table	
that	he	opens	the	opportunity	for	a	spatial	reckoning	with	uncanny	narratives.	War	
generals	and	congressmen	scheme	over	housing	for	workers	imminently	arriving	in	
the	city—workers	who	will	power	the	factories	to	build	the	warships	to	spearhead	
the	invasion	of	France,	the	same	nation	that	chartered	New	Orleans	itself.	The	docks	
of	New	Orleans	are	continuously	conscripted	into	a	circum-Atlantic	vortex	that	
leaves	both	bodies	and	bonds	in	its	wake.	A	force	beyond	calculable	risk.	A	force	
commensurate	for	a	history	of	disaster.		
	
From	the	dinner	at	Antoine’s,	to	the	slowly	sinking	St.	Bernard	Parish	marker,	to	the	
hand-painted	signs	in	the	Lower	Ninth	Ward	opposing	the	Mississippi	River	Gulf	
Outlet	(MRGO),	Horowitz	traces	the	movement	of	capital,	power,	land	and	water	
that	shape	Louisiana’s	tragic	landscapes.1	These	panoramas,	however,	can	also	
return	us	to	the	local.	Horowitz’s	focus	on	New	Orleans	East,	St.	Bernard	Parish,	and	
Plaquemines	Parish	provides	another	launching	point.	The	thoughtful	treatment	of	
the	experiences	of	working	class	white	communities	in	St.	Bernard	and	Plaquemines	
Parish	is	not	an	exception	to	the	Black-white	binary,	but	an	example	of	its	
consequences.	The	oppression	and	dispossession	of	Black	communities	creates	
environmental	instability	that	affects	people	across	the	racial	spectrum.	To	

 
1		Horowitz,	Andy.	Katrina:	A	History,	1915–2015.	Cambridge,	Massachusetts:	Harvard	University	
Press,	2020,	85.	
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appreciate	such	racial	intimacies,	environmental	history	must	also	engage	Ethnic	
Studies.	How	might	the	inclusion	of	communities	beyond,	but	still	proximal	to	a	
Black-white	binary	change	and	nuance	well-established	narratives	around	Katrina	
and	race?	A	previously	existing	racial	spectrum	shaped	mid-disaster	solidarities,	
tensions,	and	even	violence.2	These	proximities	were	not	only	racial,	but	spatial.	
Horowitz	notes	the	Isleño	community	of	Canary	Island	immigrants	in	St.	Bernard	
Parish	and	Versailles,	a	Vietnamese	neighborhood	in	New	Orleans	East.	Afterward,	
so	many	were	forced	to	carve	out	and	relinquish	space	in	the	ugly	shape	of	
“recovery.”	None	were	exempt.		
	
As	Horowitz	draws	to	a	close,	readers	are	confronted	with	a	web	of	recovery	grants,	
demonic	violence	against	Black	communities,	and	environmental	degradation.	
“Capitalism	did	not	blow	into	the	city	with	the	storm,”	he	writes.	My	mind	turns	
immediately	to	“resilience,	restoration,	and	repair”—buzzwords	found	in	Katrina’s	
scholarly	crucible.3	Horowitz	chooses	a	devastating	quote	from	coastal	biologist	
Michael	Tritico.	“I	would,	personally,	rather	experience	the	hassle	of	moving	than	
the	nightmare	of	being	in	this	city	when	a	levee	does	not	function	properly.”4	To	
non-white	people,	each	day	in	South	Louisiana	can	be	a	banal	nightmare.	And	
though	Tritico	claims	that	“common	sense	and	natural	powers	will	eventually	exert	
themselves,”	he	neglects	that	“common	sense”	was	forged	by	white	ideas	of	
“natural”	hierarchies	and	the	malleability	of	humanness.	These	ideas	and	powers	
have	already	exerted	themselves,	and	have	been	for	centuries.	Thus,	subsequent	
discussions	of	climate	refugees	are	fraught	with	calcified	racial	inequality	under	
liberal	alibis,	strung	up	as	cautionary	tales	for	politicians.	The	phrase	“climate	
refugees”	is	more	agreeable	than	the	realities	of	dispossession	and	the	impossibility	
of	repair,	no	matter	how	many	federal,	state,	and	local	grants	or	legal	settlements	
are	garnered.5		
	
Racial	nightmares	must	not	be	lost	in	a	web	of	ecological	contingencies,	the	
bureaucratic	sublime	of	endless	commissions,	boards,	and	NGOs,	and	declensionist	
hand-wringing.	Engineering	and	consolidated	state	power	can	only	go	so	far	in	
understanding	the	iconic	photograph	from	2005	of	Angela	Perkins,	the	woman	on	
her	knees	begging	for	help	in	front	of	the	New	Orleans	Convention	Center.	No	FEMA	
check,	no	new	home,	no	loan	or	garden	or	ceremony	can	repair	that	moment.	No	
worldly	deed	or	economic	salve	can	restore	Ms.	Perkins,	the	strip	of	asphalt	upon	
which	she	dropped	to	her	knees,	or	the	folding	chairs	lined	up	along	the	curb,	
sagging	under	the	weight	of	the	exhausted	onlookers.	A	discussion	of	Louisiana’s	
congressional	politics	can	only	go	so	far	when	contemplating	the	letter	penned	in	
1965	by	Edward	George	Sr.,	a	Black	man	from	the	Lower	Ninth	Ward	who	gained	
the	right	to	vote	that	same	year,	asking	for	help	that	never	came	after	Hurricane	

 
2	See	especially	Tang,	Eric.	“A	Gulf	Unites	Us:	The	Vietnamese	Americans	of	Black	New	Orleans	East.”	
American	Quarterly	63,	no.	1	(2011):	117–49.	
3	Horowitz,	147.	
4	Ibid.,	88–9.	
5	“Resettling	the	First	American	‘Climate	Refugees’.”	The	New	York	Times,	May	3,	2016.	
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/03/us/resettling-the-first-american-climate-refugees.html.	
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Betsy.6	And	the	ledgers	of	Standard	Oil	only	go	so	far	in	grasping	the	sickness	of	
Black	and	white	residents	of	Plaquemines	Parish	receiving	state	relief	grant	money	
to	“at	least	be	able	to	sit	under	their	own	roofs	for	Thanksgiving	Dinner,”	ultimately	
only	as	leverage	to	garner	more	oil	revenues	for	the	rich.7		
	
Yet,	as	Horowitz	demonstrates,	we	need	the	archive	to	reach	places	we	must	exceed.	
It	is	in	simple	images	and	near	fleeting	moments	that	Horowitz	provides	a	glimpse	
of	a	world	beyond	bloodless	archival	categories.	His	spiritually	wrenching	
vignettes—Tritico’s	“common	sense,”	the	sidewalk	outside	the	convention	center,	
Edward	George	Sr.’s	letter,	and	Thanksgiving	in	Plaquemines	Parish—point	to	
challenges	for	future	historians.	Horowitz	reveals	them,	so	that	future	narratives	of	
Katrina	might	begin	in	a	place	beyond	a	secular	materiality	of	legal	battles,	loans,	
and	even	levees.	Scholars	Fred	Moten	and	Stefano	Harney	in	the	co-written	volume	
The	Undercommons:	Fugitive	Planning	&	Black	Study,	lend	words	to	this	concern:	
	

“Debt	cannot	be	forgiven,	it	can	only	be	forgotten	to	be	remembered	
again...To	seek	justice	through	restoration	is	to	return	debt	to	the	balance	
sheet	and	the	balance	sheet	never	balances.	It	plunges	toward	risk,	volatility,	
uncertainty,	more	credit	chasing	more	debt,	more	debt	shackled	to	
credit...There	is	no	refuge	in	restoration.”8	
	

Katrina:	A	History,	1915–2015	concludes	with	a	discussion	of	repair	with	elder	Malik	
Rahim.	For	communities	in	southeast	Louisiana,	a	place	where	debt	is	transferred	and	
never	 repaid	 in	 full,	 I	 hope	 the	 next	 ten	 years	 are	 characterized	 not	 by	 repair	 or	
attempts	at	restoration,	but	by	refusal.	Refusal	to	accept	the	predetermined	sentences	
issued	by	white	men	in	high	places.	Refusal	to	be	wiped	off	the	historical	record	by	
the	bulldozers	next	door.	Refusal	to	leave.	And	refusal	to	die.	

 
6	Horowitz,	67.	
7	Ibid.,	65.	
8	Harney,	Stefano,	and	Fred	Moten.	The	Undercommons:	Fugitive	Planning	&	Black	Study.	1st	edition.	
Wivenhoe:	Autonomedia,	2013,	63. 
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Comments	by	Craig	Colten,	Louisiana	State	University			
	

his	is	a	truly	impressive	work	of	scholarship—solidly	supported,	masterfully	
argued,	poignantly	told.	Professor	Andy	Horowitz	has	helped	lift	the	fog	of	
disaster	that	settled	in	around	an	exceptionally	disastrous	hurricane	and	

continues	to	obscure	our	vision	of	the	storm,	the	preconditions	that	contributed	to	
its	devastating	impacts,	and	its	enduring	consequences	across	the	region.		He	has	
offered	a	sterling	example	of	how	the	complex	lineaments	of	history	can	help	us	
understand	and	prepare	for	potentially	catastrophic	events.	
	
I	will	focus	on	two	critically	important	points	that	he	makes—one	more	explicitly	
than	the	other.	What	is	a	disaster?		And,	why	do	we	allow	lessons	learned	to	fade	so	
quickly?	
	
Disasters	
	
In	his	introductory	chapter	Professor	Horowitz	observes	that	“disasters	are	less	
discrete	events	than	they	are	contingent	processes.”1	Indeed,	he	effectively	frames	
Katrina	within	a	quartet	of	storms	dating	back	to	1915,	an	array	of	political	
decisions	and	government	actions	unrelated	to	hurricanes,	and	local	culture.		In	
doing	so,	he	makes	a	compelling	case	that	Katrina	was	not	an	event	that	occurred	on	
August	29,	2005,	but	part	of	a	series	of	natural	events	that	transpired	within	the	
context	of	multiple	human	decisions	and	actions	that	ultimately	magnified	that	
singular	storm.		So,	Katrina	was	only	a	milepost	in	a	long,	ongoing,	and	complex	
story	that	cannot	be	written	off	simply	as	a	natural	disaster.		It	is	entirely	
appropriate	for	him	to	remind	us	that	disaster	does	not	fall	from	dark	stars,	but	
arises	out	of	our	own	choices	and	actions.	
	
I	think	we	can	take	the	question	of	what	is	a	disaster	farther.	Federal	law	defines	a	
major	disaster	as	a	catastrophe	that	causes	such	damage	that	it	exceeds	the	capacity	
of	local	authorities	and	requires	supplemental	federal	assistance	to	alleviate	
damage,	loss,	hardship	or	suffering.		This	definition	might	not	comport	with	the	
word’s	etymology,	but	it	shapes	federal	and	local	operations,	retains	the	focus	on	a	
singular	event,	and	marks	a	boundary	between	local	and	federal	action.		It	
recognizes	and	incorporates	the	post-event	emergency	response	and	initial	
restoration	phases	of	a	disaster.		It	fails	to	address	the	underlying	conditions,	but	
provides	a	mechanism	to	mobilize	federal	assistance	when	local	resources	are	
overwhelmed.	This	approach	does	not	penalize	states	or	localities	for	shortcomings	
in	their	own	preparedness.	In	other	words,	it	avoids	the	historical	contingencies	that	
Andy	insists	that	we	must	consider.	It	is	a	bureaucratic	definition	and	one	that	
neglects	much,	while	guiding	our	programs	that	deal	with	all	disasters.	So,	how	do	

 
1	Andy	Horowitz,	Katrina:	A	History,	1915-2015	(Cambridge,	Mass.:	Harvard	University	Press,	2020),	
3.	
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we	bridge	the	divide	between	the	long-term	view	and	the	constrained	legal	
approach?		
		
Robert	Kates	and	others	predicted	in	2006	that	the	Katrina	recovery	would	continue	
for	8	to	11	years—a	bit	optimistic	in	hindsight.2	This	projection	was	based	on	a	
1977	conceptual	model	that	outlined	the	long-term	process	of	disaster	recovery.3	
Kates	and	his	co-authors	argued	that	one	could	estimate	the	duration	of	recovery	
based	on	a	host	of	factors	inherent	in	the	local	society	and	that	the	emergency	phase	
provided	the	initial	gauge.	If	the	emergency	operations	took	ten	days	the	
subsequent	restoration	of	essential	services	would	take	about	100	days,	with	each	
of	the	two	successive	reconstruction	phases	taking	approximately	ten	times	longer	
than	the	preceding	effort.	This	1970s	publication	and	much	of	the	hazards	literature	
since	acknowledged	that	a	disaster	was	not	just	a	massively	disruptive	event	
followed	by	a	relatively	brief	emergency	response,	although	FEMA’s	name	suggests	
it	is	most	attentive	to	short-term	concerns.	Certainly,	Andy’s	book	begs	us	to	extend	
our	conceptualization	of	disaster	to	an	appropriate	historical	scale.	
	
Another	concern	with	the	definition	of	disaster	came	to	mind	as	I	was	reading	this	
fine	work.		Horowitz	observes	that	tradition	is	the	opposite	of	disaster.4	I	
understand	his	point	that	continuity	and	disruption	are	opposites.	Yet,	I	am	vexed	
by	the	fact	that	traditional	societies	often	are	fully	accustomed	to	extreme	events,	
and	through	a	host	of	social	practices	can	absorb	the	blow	of	a	storm	or	flood	and	
restore	normal	life	with	relative	ease.		It	does	not	undermine	Andy’s	definition	to	
point	out	that	in	fact,	tradition	can	make	an	extreme	event	fall	short	of	rising	to	the	
level	of	a	disaster.	In	this	sense	traditional	societies	are	immune	from	certain	kinds	
of	disasters	that	result	from	extreme	but	customary	events	that	do	not	arise	out	of	
nowhere.	This	prompts	me	to	ask,	does	his	notion	hold	up	under	historical	scrutiny	
more	broadly?	
	
Additionally,	is	there	another	opposite?		I	contend	that	in	Louisiana,	and	elsewhere,	
the	opposite	is	more	often	the	big	payoff,	the	grand	prize.	If	disaster	disrupts	and	
destroys,	does	a	miraculous	jackpot	amount	to	an	anti-disaster?	One	of	my	favorite	
David	Bromberg	songs	laments	that	despite	financial	windfalls	and	a	satisfying	
personal	life,	the	singer	woke	up	one	day	with	someone	else’s	blues.	If	happiness	is	
the	opposite	of	the	blues,	can’t	we	think	of	an	unexpected	windfall	as	the	opposite	of	
disaster—even	if	the	latter	creates	the	opportunity	for	the	former?			
	
In	Louisiana,	I	would	argue,	we	have	warped	our	conceptualization	of	disasters	to	
view	them	as	the	grand	lotto	prize.	Andy	astutely	reports	on	the	windfalls	that	
followed	various	disasters:	federal	aid	for	river	levees	and	for	hurricane	protection	

 
2	R.W.	Kates,	Craig	E.	Colten,	Shirley	Laska,	and	Stephen	P.	Leatherman.	"Reconstruction	of	New	
Orleans	after	Hurricane	Katrina:	A	Research	Perspective."	Proceedings	of	the	National	Academy	of	
Sciences	103,	no.	40	(2006):	14653-14660.	
3	R.W.	Kates,	J.	Eugene	Haas,	and	Martyn	J.	Bowden.		Reconstruction	Following	Disaster.	(Cambridge,	
Mass.:		Massachusetts	Institute	of	Technology,	1977),	1-24.	
4	Horowitz,	Katrina,	189.	
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levees,	and	private	settlement	money	for	oil	spills.	Louisiana	has	demonstrated	a	
consummate	ability	to	secure	outside	funds	to	build	and	rebuild	itself	after	tragic	
events.	Local	boosters	see	not	just	silver	linings	in	every	storm	cloud,	but	pots	of	
gold.	The	exorbitant	request	for	federal	aid	that	went	to	congress	after	Katrina	
exemplifies	this	spirit	of	post-disaster	extortion.	A	hurricane	is	preface	to	parades	
where	federal	dollars	and	not	beads	are	tossed	across	the	urban	landscape.	Is	New	
Orleans	the	birthplace	of	disaster	capitalism?	Maybe	not,	but	it	sure	thrives	there.			
	
Another	question	that	comes	to	mind	about	the	current	heightened	interest	in	
disasters	is:		should	we	be	focusing	on	events	that	exceed	the	normal?	Instead	would	
it	be	more	productive	to	intensify	our	scrutiny	of	many	of	the	underlying	
conditions—most	notably	race,	poverty,	and	corruption—that,	as	Professor	
Horowitz	points	out,	Katrina	laid	bare?		Yet,	in	recent	years,	we	have	seen	what	I	call	
a	disaster	turn	(not	necessarily	a	disastrous	turn).	There	has	been	an	explosion	of	
programs,	institutes,	and	organizations	that	have	either	emerged	de	novo	or	
changed	their	names	to	reflect	an	interest	in	disaster.	In	geography,	we	used	to	have	
a	specialty	in	hazards	(those	events	that	threaten	what	we	value).	But	now	leaders	
in	the	field	are	foregrounding	interest	in	disasters.	One	of	the	leading	scholars	now	
self-identifies	as	a	“disaster	scientist.”	I	can	always	count	on	bringing	up	disasters	at	
the	end	of	a	lecture	to	re-capture	my	students’	waning	attention.	Disasters	are	the	
sugar	rush	of	the	college	classroom.	So,	does	sharpening	the	focus	on	disasters	
contribute	to	the	lack	of	interest	in	mitigation	or	solving	the	underlying	conditions	
that	allow	regular,	expected	events	to	erupt	into	disasters?	
	
Lessons	learned	 	 	 	
	
After	Katrina	and	other	major	disasters,	government	bodies	have	churned	out	
massive	lessons-learned	reports.		The	reports	analyze	agency	performance	in	
preparing	for	and	responding	to	an	event	and	the	immediate	aftermath	(they	do	not	
consider	the	long-term	recovery,	which	deserves	a	second	report).		They	identify	
successful	components	of	complex	operations	and	also	expose	shortcoming	where	
improvements	might	ensure	a	more	effective	future	response—putting	the	lessons	
learned	to	use.		And	there	were	several	such	documents	that	followed	Katrina	that	
were	highly	critical	and	called	for	substantial	change.	
	
Hazards	geographer	Susan	Cutter	has	asked	whether	the	lessons	following	disasters	
were	learned	or	merely	recognized.5	This	is	a	pertinent	question,	particularly	in	
terms	of	historical	scholarship.	The	lessons-learned	reports	tend	to	analyze	the	brief	
episode	of	mobilizing	people	and	resources	to	contend	with	a	menacing	threat	and	
the	emergency	phase	that	follows.	They	do	not	provide	a	deep	history	and	do	not	
delve	into	the	underlying	social,	cultural,	or	economic	conditions	at	the	place	of	
devastation.	The	guidance	they	offer	may	be	incorporated	into	public	policy	and	

 
5	Susan	Cutter,	L.	Barnes,	M.	Berry,	C.	Burton,	E.	Evans,	E.	Tate,	and	J.	Webb,		“A	Place-based	Model	for	
Understanding	Community	Resilience	to	Natural	Disasters,”	Global	Environmental	Change	18,	no.	4	
(2008):	598–606.		
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procedural	manuals	distributed	to	first	responders	and	emergency	planners	for	use	
in	the	next	extreme	event.	After	Katrina,	there	were	wholesale	changes	to	local	and	
state	planning.	Binders	full	of	guidance	filled	the	shelves	of	agencies	with	emergency	
responsibilities.	Ironically,	following	Hurricane	Isaac	in	2012,	one	after-action	
report	pointed	out	a	local	agency’s	failure	to	follow	the	emergency	response	plans	
assembled	in	the	wake	of	Katrina	only	seven	years	before.			
	
Such	a	lapse	in	drawing	on	recent	lessons	learned	exposes	a	problem	that	is	even	
more	pronounced	within	the	general	population.	A	loss	in	the	public	sense	of	
urgency	is	pervasive	a	few	years	following	a	disaster.	Are	the	lessons	of	history	
ignored?	
	
A	few	years	ago	Andy	and	I	participated	in	a	panel	intended	to	acquaint	scientists	
with	the	value	of	humanities	perspectives	in	dealing	with	Louisiana’s	coastal	crisis.	
Although	it	was	a	lively	discussion,	I	don’t	know	that	we	convinced	agency	leaders	
to	hire	a	historian	or	even	take	a	long-term	look	at	human	communities	facing	land	
loss	and	sea-level	rise.	At	that	same	conference,	I	attended	another	session	with	a	
title	suggesting	it	would	deal	with	improving	science	communication	with	the	
public.	The	speakers,	without	exception,	stressed	the	need	for	better	science	
education	in	K-12.	Clearly	there	are	those	in	the	sciences	who	are	dedicated	to	
figuring	out	ways	to	effectively	convey	their	findings	to	the	wider	public	and	to	
decision	makers.	But	while	I	don’t	question	or	object	to	improving	our	K-12	teaching	
in	all	subjects,	such	an	approach	would	require	decades	to	have	an	impact	on	public	
understanding.			
	
Is	our	concern	with	the	loss	of	lessons	learned	akin	to	the	hand-wringing	over	poor	
public	comprehension	of	science?	Is	this	appeal	for	relevance	the	historical	scholar’s	
equivalent	to	those	coastal	scientists’	call	for	better	science	education?	It	also	has	a	
striking	parallel	in	disaster	scientists’	complaints	about	the	rapid	erosion	of	the	
sense	of	urgency	to	improve	disaster	preparedness,	or	the	failure	of	the	public	to	
sustain	its	recognition	of	risk.	
	
I’ve	written	about	the	loss	of	social	memory	of	hazard	events,	and	the	absence	of	
deliberate	memorials	for	the	1915,	1947,	and	1965	hurricanes	that	impacted	New	
Orleans.6	In	contrast,	there	are	numerous	memorials	for	Katrina.	Will	they	
contribute	to	preserving	the	lessons	learned?	
	
There	are	massive	monuments	that	archive	our	memory	of	those	older	events,	
sometimes	in	ineffective	ways.	After	the	1915	hurricane,	local	authorities	began	a	
nearly	20-year	effort	to	build	a	protective	seawall	along	the	Lake	Pontchartrain	
shore.	It	literally	cast	into	concrete	(a	9.5-foot	high	barrier)	the	memory	of	the	1915	
storm.	It	provided	½	foot	of	freeboard	above	the	surge	of	the	prior	storm.	As	is	often	

 
6	Craig	E.	Colten,	“Historic	City	with	a	Poor	Memory,”	in	The	Katrina	Effect,	Oenoe	Rooksby	and	Joely-
Kym	Sobott,	eds.,	305-30	(London:	Bloomsbury	Publishing,	2015).	
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the	case,	New	Orleans	built	a	barrier	to	the	last	storm,	not	the	next	one.	The	1947	
storm	overtopped	that	barrier	and	also	caused	flooding	in	adjacent	Jefferson	Parish	
which	only	had	a	modest	roadbed	that	was	inadequate	to	keep	water	out,	but	
impounded	water	that	poured	into	the	post-war	suburbs.	Work	began	promptly	on	
an	improved	lakefront	levee	for	that	portion	of	the	urban	area.	After	Betsy	in	1965,	a	
massive	expansion	of	the	hurricane	protection	system,	one	that	remained	
incomplete	in	2005,	rose	to	armor	the	metropolitan	region	against	surge.	These	
latter	two	projects	solidified	the	memory	of	the	preceding	storms,	but	proved	
inadequate	to	the	next.	
	
What	this	suggests	to	me	is	an	over	reliance	on	infrastructure	and	a	neglect	of	the	
key	causes	of	vulnerability	about	which	Professor	Horowitz	so	insistently	reminds	
us.	The	lessons	learned	cannot	be	molded	into	levees	to	prevent	all	future	disasters.	
The	lessons	need	to	be	extended	to	reshape	social,	cultural,	economic,	and	political	
processes.	But	without	an	examination	of	the	longer-term	recovery	in	all	its	many	
complex	facets,	the	truly	historical	aspect	of	disasters	will	persist	within	the	domain	
of	professional	historians	and	not	benefit	the	people	who	need	protection.	
	 	 	 	
It	took	fifteen	years	after	Katrina	for	this	magnificent	book	to	appear	in	print	and	it	
is	not	the	end	story	of	the	recovery.	Nonetheless,	it	starkly	reveals	the	protracted	
processes	and	intertwined	threads	of	the	social,	economic,	technical,	and	political	
dimensions	that	have	a	bearing	on	how	people	go	about	coping	with	disaster	and	
living	in	a	perilous	place.	
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Comments	by	Lynnell	Thomas,	University	of	Massachusetts	Boston	
	

s	someone	who	earned	her	academic	bona	fides	analyzing	Hurricane	Katrina	
through	the	twin	frames	of	desire	and	disaster,	I’ll	admit	I	may	have	been	a	
bit	defensive	initially	about	Andy	Horowitz’s	critique	of	disaster	as	an	

analytical	tool.	Contending	that	even	analyses	of	disasters	as	socially	constructed	
nonetheless	reinforce	myths	of	exceptionalism,	Horowitz	explains,	“To	name	
something	a	disaster	is	to	decry	its	outcomes	as	illegitimate,	and	to	call	for	a	
restoration	of	the	status	quo,	instead	of	suggesting	that	the	status	quo	may	have	
been	illegitimate	in	the	first	place”	(15).	As	I	write	this,	days	after	an	attempted	
insurrection	at	the	U.S.	Capitol	by	a	pro-Trump	mob	intent	on	reversing	the	outcome	
of	the	presidential	election,	Horowitz’s	words	ring	true.	Lawmakers	and	public	
figures	who	continue	to	reiterate	that	the	political	disaster	at	the	Capitol	was	un-
American	ultimately	refuse	to	acknowledge	how	quintessentially	American—and	
unexceptional—this	assault	was.	As	the	journalist	Evette	Dionne	reminds	us,	by	
presenting	this	shameful	episode	as	“a	singular	event	in	our	history,	we	overlook	
how	that	same	violence	precipitated	the	ushering	in	of	Jim	Crow	laws	in	the	South	
after	Reconstruction,	which	led	to	the	voter	suppression	that	organizers	in	Georgia	
and	around	the	country	are	still	attempting	to	undo.”1	Similarly,	by	situating	
Hurricane	Katrina	within	much	longer	“contingent	histories	of	race,	class,	
community,	trauma,	inequality,	the	welfare	state,	metropolitan	development,	
extractive	industry,	and	environmental	change,”	Horowitz	expertly	directs	our	
attention	to	the	structures,	policies,	and	priorities	that	created	environmental	
vulnerabilities	before	the	flood	and	exacerbated	racial	inequalities	in	its	aftermath	
(16).	
	
That	said,	I	don’t	agree	with	Horowitz’s	assertion	that	“the	explanation	for	why	
more	than	90,000	African	Americans	did	not	return	to	New	Orleans	lies	less	in	a	
deep	and	totalizing	racist	history	than	in	the	pointed	and	contingent	work	of	
comparatively	recent	actors”	(11).	It	seems	to	me,	in	fact,	that	Horowitz’s	own	
meticulous	research	and	analysis	compellingly	challenge	this	characterization.	The	
damning	examples	he	presents—e.g.	the	assessment	of	black	neighborhoods	as	
inferior	and	financially	risky	by	the	Homeowner’s	Loan	Corporation;	the	closing	of	
flood	gates	during	Hurricane	Betsy	that	pushed	water	into	the	Lower	Ninth	Ward;	
white	Dixiecrats’	rejection	of	federal	aid	to	curtail	African	American	political	and	
economic	empowerment—were	emblematic	of	an	anti-black	racist	history	that	lay	
the	foundation	for	the	racialized	response	to	Hurricane	Katrina.	In	other	words,	this	
racist	history	was	not	less	of	a	factor	in	African	American	displacement	than	the	
inequities	accelerated	by	post-Katrina	opportunists,	but	a	constitutive	part	of	them.	
This	in	no	way	undermines	Horowitz’s	argument	that	race	did	not	strictly	correlate	
to	environmental	vulnerability	and	susceptibility	to	flooding	in	New	Orleans.	As	he	
points	out,	federal	subsidies,	in	the	form	of	investments	in	drainage	and	water	
management	systems,	national	flood	insurance,	mortgage	loans,	and	the	

 
1	Evette	Dionne,	“American	Amnesia,”	The	Cut,	January	8,	2021,	
https://www.thecut.com/2021/01/capitol-insurrection-american-politics.html.		
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construction	of	a	shipping	channel,	rewarded	middle-class,	mostly	white,	expansion	
into	low-lying,	flood-prone	areas	of	the	city	and	environs.	Poor	and	working-class	
African	Americans	living	above	sea	level	were	better	equipped	to	withstand	the	
flood	from	the	Gulf	of	Mexico,	but	they	were	in	the	worst	position	to	navigate	the	
gulf	in	income,	wealth,	and	social	capital	between	them	and	the	city’s	white	
residents,	which	only	widened	after	the	flood.		
	
This	minor	qualification	aside,	Horowitz’s	book	highlights	the	deadly	costs	of	the	
Faustian	bargain	many	white	Americans	have	made	to	maintain	white	supremacy.	
He	notes	that	their	opposition	to	big	government—expressly	to	prevent	the	
redistribution	of	public	resources	that	might	improve	the	lives	of	African	
Americans—“not	only	led	to	racial	inequalities	in	wealth	and	well-being,	but	also	to	
a	weaker	state	in	general,	one	that	ultimately	lacked	the	capabilities	to	adequately	
protect	anyone	who	relied	on	it,	regardless	of	race”	(73).	By	giving	us	the	long	
history	of	Katrina,	Horowitz	shows	the	quotidian	universality,	if	not	equality,	of	our	
collective	environmental	threat.	In	important	ways,	his	argument	echoes	that	of	
Black	Lives	Matter	activists	who	warn	about	the	danger	of	ignoring	the	ways	that	
structural	racism	hurts	everyone,	not	just	African	Americans.	In	From	
#BlackLivesMatter	to	Black	Liberation,	Keeanga-Yamahtta	Taylor	explains	that	white	
supremacy	not	only	subjugates	African	Americans	politically	and	economically,	it	
harms	a	growing	number	of	white	Americans,	as	their	increased	rates	of	poverty	
and	criminal	justice	involvement	demonstrate.2	Or	as	Black	Lives	Matter	co-founder	
Alicia	Garza	more	succinctly	put	it,	“When	black	people	get	free,	everybody	gets	
free.”3	Horowitz	and	these	activists	appear	to	agree	that	scapegoating	African	
Americans,	or	the	most	vulnerable	and	disenfranchised,	as	responsible	for	or	
deserving	of	their	fate	is	the	costliest	disaster.		
	
This	is	one	reason,	I	think,	that	the	Black	Lives	Matter	movement	is	intentionally	
inclusive,	intersectional,	and	coalitional.	This	also	seems	to	be	a	vision	shared	by	the	
white	Communists	Elizabeth	and	Walter	Rogers,	who	founded	Betsy	Flood	Victims	
to	lobby	for	direct	federal	aid	to	Lower	Ninth	Ward	residents.	Though	unsuccessful,	
as	was	Ninth	Ward	community	activist	Leontine	Luke’s	efforts	to	procure	urban	
renewal	funds	for	the	neighborhood,	these	grassroots	visions	of	recovery	illustrate	
alternative	possibilities	to	what	occurred	and	what	options	we	continue	to	pursue.	
Horowitz	resists	the	imposition	of	a	“happy	ending”	for	post-Katrina	New	Orleans,	
opting	instead	for	“an	honest	measurement	of	the	distance	between	what	was,	and	
what	might	have	been”	(196).	Yet,	I’m	left	wondering	about	what	might	be	possible	
still.	Elsewhere	Horowitz	has	been	even	less	optimistic	about	the	new	normal	
produced	by	unchecked	global	warming	and	it	what	it	bodes	for	New	Orleans’s—
and	the	rest	of	the	world’s—future.4	Are	there	present-day	Elizabeth	Rogerses	and	

 
2	Keeanga-Yamahtta	Taylor,	From	#BlackLivesMatter	to	Black	Liberation	(Chicago:	Haymarket	Books,	
2016),	209-212.	
3	Alicia	Garza,	“A	Herstory	of	the	#BlackLivesMatter	Movement,”	The	Feminist	Wire,	October	7,	2014,	
https://www.thefeministwire.com/2014/10/blacklivesmatter-2/.	
4	See	for	instance,	Andy	Horowitz,	“When	the	Levees	Break	Again,”	The	New	York	Times,	May	31,	
2019	and	Horowitz,	“Hurricane	Barry	and	the	New	Normal,”	The	New	York	Times,	July	14,	2019. 
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Leontine	Lukes	whom	we	should	be	following?	Do	any	grassroots	movements	seem	
capable	of	uniting	disparate	constituencies	to	protect	the	most	vulnerable,	including	
our	planet?	Is	it	too	late	for	New	Orleans—and	for	all	of	us?				
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Comments	by	Leslie	M.	Harris,	Northwestern	University1		
	

n	the	days	after	Hurricane	Katrina’s	landfall	in	2005,	Malik	Rahim,	a	former	
member	of	the	New	Orleans	Black	Panther	Party,	founded	Common	Ground	in	
the	Lower	Ninth	Ward.		The	neighborhood	only	became	widely	known	outside	

New	Orleans	because	it	was	nearly	wiped	off	the	map	by	the	flood	waters	that	
poured	into	it.	Common	Ground	addressed	the	immediate	emergency	of	food	and	
shelter	in	the	aftermath	of	the	storm.	But	Rahim	also	identified	broader	possibilities	
for	all	New	Orleanians	in	the	aftermath	of	2005:	“a	city	with	a	high	minimum	wage	
and	universal	health	care,	encircled	by	restored	wetlands,	and	freed	from	fossil	
fuels”	(Horowitz	135).	Common	Ground	Relief	
(https://www.commongroundrelief.org)	still	exists	today,	still	dedicated	to	these	
goals,	which	holistically	entwine	some	of	the	most	pressing	challenges	faced	not	
only	by	residents	of	lower	Louisiana	but	also	the	nation	and	the	globe.			
	
In	the	aftermath	of	Katrina,	national	attention	flowed	in	to	address	the	immediate	
disaster	in	the	city.		But	Andy	Horowitz	argues	that	the	events	of	that	time	should	
not	be	understood	as	a	natural	disaster	for	which	no	one	bears	responsibility.	
Rather,	these	events	were	a	predictable	result	of	a	century	of	heedless	land	and	
industrial	development	that	disrupted	the	natural	development	of	land	and	marshes	
that	otherwise	might	have	weakened	incoming	hurricanes.	Development	has	also	
decreased	the	density	of	land	in	the	region,	leading	to	a	subsidence.	Thus	New	
Orleans	is	dropping	even	further	below	sea	level	due	to	land	compression	and	the	
rising	seas.		This	process	began	with	the	containment	of	the	Mississippi	River	by	
manmade	levees,	a	process	that	the	French	settlers	believed	was	necessary	to	even	
create	the	city.2		In	the	twentieth	century,	the	effects	of	controlling	the	river	were	
further	exacerbated	by	the	development	of	the	oil	industry	and	suburban	housing.	
These	forms	of	development	have	not	increased	the	wealth	of	the	region.		Rather,	
wealth	generated	by	this	work	has	largely	accrued	to	a	local	but	small	white	elite,	to	
the	United	States	(because	of	a	disastrous	gamble	taken	by	Leander	Perez,	a	
member	of	that	small	elite),	and	to	oil	corporations	whose	headquarters	are	located	
beyond	Louisiana’s	borders.	As	Louisiana	residents	lost	the	wealth	they	produced,	
they	gained	increased		vulnerability—environmental	but	also	economic.	New	
Orleans’	economic	reliance	on	the	notoriously	fickle	tourism	industry,	rather	than	
on	income	from	the	oil	industry,	is	but	one	of	the	obvious	examples.	Both	the	
inadequate	preparation	to	evacuate	impoverished	Lower	Louisiana	residents	and	
the	slow	federal	response	to	the	unfolding	humanitarian	crisis	of	Hurricane	Katrina	
indicated	to	many	the	limited	return	on	its	contributions	to	the	nation	Louisiana	had	
gained	during	the	“American	Century,”	the	vaunted	success	of	which	was	fueled	by	
petroleum	products.		As	many	who	have	studied	and/or	become	politicized	through	

 
1	I’d	like	to	thank	Orlee	Marini-Rapoport	and	Connor	Chung	for	their	research	and	editorial	
assistance.	
2	See	Chapter	One	of	Craig	E.	Colten	Unnatural	Metropolis:	Wresting	New	Orleans	From	Nature	(Baton	
Rouge:	Louisiana	State	University	Press,	2005),	especially	16-28.	

I	
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the	events	of	the	2005	hurricane	season	have	argued,	Hurricane	Katrina	was	not	a	
natural	disaster,	but	part	of	the	slow	unraveling	of	our	world	as	we	know	it.	
	
Horowitz’s	contribution	to	the	literature	on	Katrina	is	to	widen	the	lens	beyond	New	
Orleans	to	address	the	Lower	Louisiana	region.	In	doing	so,	he	rightly	forces	us	to	
understand	the	environmental	interdependence	of	rural	and	urban	areas	there,	
even	as	politicians	and	residents	have	struggled	to	see	a	common	future.		The	
decision	of	engineers	to	dynamite	the	levees	in	bordering	Plaquemines	Parish	in	
order	to	save	the	city	during	the	1927	Mississippi	River	Flood	is	only	one	example	of	
the	many	tensions	between	the	city	and	the	region	in	which	it	sits.		The	media	
coverage	during	the	aftermath	of	Katrina	also	largely	focused	on	the	city,	and	not	on	
the	equally	devastating	impacts	suffered	by	the	rural	parishes	that	surround	it.	In	
Horowitz’s	book,	New	Orleans	is	only	one	part	of	a	much	more	complex	map	that	
reflects	the	state	of	our	world.	The	book	also	demonstrates	that	by	focusing	on	only	
one	strata	of	inequality—for	example,	racialized	class	oppression,	the	focus	of	media	
coverage	of	the	Lower	Ninth	Ward	in	the	immediate	aftermath	of	Katrina—we	miss	
the	ways	in	which	hierarchies	of	many	kinds	have	endangered	our	ability	to	
effectively	address	the	problems	that	emerged	with	the	creation	of	industrial	and	
other	forms	of	corporate	and	political	wealth	over	the	course	of	the	20th	century.		
	
In	Horowitz’s	book,	Malik	Rahim’s	call	for	disengagement	with	oil	production	in	the	
early	21st	century	is	preceded	by	Emile	Riche’s	decades-long	protest	against	the	
literal	disappearance	of	land	between	the	1927	Mississippi	Flood	and	Riche’s	death	
in	1962.		Like	Rahim,	Riche	is	not	a	typical	environmentalist.		A	descendant	of	
French-speaking	Alsatians	in	Bertrand,	Louisiana,	he	witnessed	the	dynamiting	of	
the	levee	across	the	street	from	his	house	in	1927,	which	led	to	the	loss	of	his	
property.	Although	he	and	others	were	promised	compensation	for	their	sacrifices,	
that	compensation	never	came,	and	more	losses	were	to	come.		Over	nearly	four	
decades,	he	and	other	“truck	farmers,	fur	trappers	and	fisherman	of	Plaquemines	
and	St.	Bernard	Parishes”	(Horowitz,	20)	just	south	of	New	Orleans	continued	to	
protest	for	restitution	for	1927,	and	then	for	protection	against	the	destruction	of	
the	wetlands	from	which	they	made	their	living.	They	were	ignored,	even	as	
Leander	Perez	and	many	other	politicians	made	deals	with	oil	corporations	that	
made	them	wealthy	and	guaranteed	the	literal	destruction	of	the	lower	part	of	the	
state.			
	
Despite	his	whiteness,	Emile	Riche’s	story	of	political	activism	is	just	as	unknown	as	
that	of	Malik	Rahim--or	perhaps	slightly	more	unknown,	due	to	the	ways	in	which	
Plaquemines	and	St.	Bernard	have	never	figured	into	discussion	of	the	national	
landscape.	This	is	the	fate	of	many	small	towns	and	communities	in	a	large	nation.		
These	communities	never	sought	the	limelight—and	often	sought	to	avoid	it—even	
as	their	existence	enabled	the	overweening	success	of	more	well-known	cities	
around	them.	New	Orleans’s	cuisine	would	be	nothing	without	the	seafood	and	
other	fresh	agricultural	goods	that	come	to	the	city	from	its	rural	hinterlands,	and	
the	city’s	most	successful	economic	era,	the	pre-Civil	War	nineteenth	century,	was	



H-Environment Roundtable Reviews, Vol. 11, No. 3 (2021) 18 

itself	rooted	in	sending	the	agricultural	goods	produced	by	the	region’s	enslaved	
labor,	and	that	of	the	nation’s	heartland,	out	to	the	world.		
	
Because	of	that	slave	history	and	the	continuation	of	Jim	Crow,	even	as	Emile	Riche	
railed	against	his	limited	ability	to	control	the	impact	on	his	life	and	livelihood,	
there’s	no	guarantee	that	he	would	have	joined	with	Rahim	in	solidarity	against	the	
vanishing	wetlands.	Or	is	there?	Horowitz	is	silent	about	this	possibility,	but	it	is	a	
question	that	is	ever	more	pressing	now,	in	2021.		Plaquemines	and	St.	Bernard	
Parishes	were	certainly	themselves	no	sanctuaries	of	racial	equality.		Indeed,	
Leander	Perez	and	others	welcomed	to	St.	Bernard	and	Plaquemines	those	whites	
fleeing	the	integration	of	New	Orleans	public	schools	in	the	early	1960s,	and	St.	
Bernard’s	racial	population	became	the	literal	inverse	of	the	neighboring	Ninth	
Ward:	97%	white	to	97%	Black	(Horowitz,	79-80).		In	the	aftermath	of	Katrina,	as	
the	city	filled	with	water,	the	majority-white	regions	that	surrounded	the	city	turned	
away	Blacks	seeking	safety;	and	as	St.	Bernard	rebuilt,	it	attempted	to	pass	
residency	laws	that	would	have	prevented	Blacks	from	renting	property	in	the	
parish	(Horowitz	156).		At	the	time	of	publication	of	Katrina,	the	percentage	of	the	
Black	population	in	St.	Bernard	had	increased	to	17%	(Horowitz,	157).		Does	that	
indicate	the	potential	for	political	collaboration	against	common	problems	residents	
face.	
	
The	examples	of	Riche	and	Rahim	also	raise	the	question	of	who	gets	to	be	heard	
about	environmental	issues.	Only	in	the	last	decade	has	the	mainstream	
environmental	movement,	much	less	histories	of	environmental	activism,	delved	
into	non-whites’	political	understandings	and	visions	of	the	environment,	or	the	
ways	in	which	Black	civil	rights	and	anti-racism	movements	have	conceptualized	the	
environment	and	the	impact	of	oil-based	industrial	capitalism.	Popular	films	like	
Silkwood	(1983)	and	Erin	Brockovich	(2000)	have	posited	a	white	working-class	
environmental	activism,	but	more	often	those	in	danger	of	the	most	severe	effects	of	
climate	change	are	seen	as	uniquely	passive,	perhaps	even	opposed	to	
environmental	activism.	Probably	the	most	popular	image	currently	of	working-
class	attitudes	about	the	environment	is	the	seemingly	intractable	conflict	between	
continuing	coal	extraction	in	the	Appalachian	mines	and	the	movement	of	people	
and	production	to	new,	less	injurious	forms	of	energy	production.		Similarly,	in	
2017,	the	news	show	CNN:	Special	Reports	broadcast	a	maddening	episode	about	
rural	Louisianians’	attitude	towards	climate	change.	I	watched	for	nearly	20	
minutes—because	of	numerous	commercial	breaks—as	the	reporter	kept	asking	
fishermen	and	other	residents	of	Cameron,	Louisiana	what	they	thought	caused	the	
increasingly	fragile	environment	they	occupied.		They	blamed	the	oil	companies	for	
slicing	through	the	swamps,	allowing	the	saline	water	in	where	the	fresh	should	
have	been	and	killing	off	the	marshes	and	the	fish	that	fed	their	livelihoods.	The	
punchline	for	the	reporter	was	that	they	didn’t	believe	in	climate	change.	An	
opportunity	to	make	sense	of	two	interrelated	stories	foundered	on	the	reporter’s	
desire	to	see	rural	whites,	who	perhaps	possess	minimal	education	and,	more	
importantly,	hold	limited	political,	social,	economic	and	cultural	power,	as	foolishly	
unaware	of	the	dangers	approaching.		Was	that	the	most	important	point	to	make,	
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really?	A	short-term	gain—the	reporter	didn’t	have	to	spell	out	that	these	were	
probably	consumers	of	Fox	News—in	the	face	of	a	quickly	approaching	and	long-
term	disaster.		
	
CNN’s	reporting	referenced	a	study	from	Yale	University	that	states	that	Cameron,	
Louisiana,	may	have	the	highest	percentage	of	climate	denial	even	as	it	may	be	
experiencing	the	highest	rate	of	climate-related	change.	Throughout	the	piece,	the	
reporter	opposed	the	experts	and	the	residents,	without	acknowledging	that	most	
non-experts	have	found	it	difficult	to	account	for	the	changes	in	their	daily	lives	
caused	by	climate	change.	The	first	resident	interviewed	in	the	piece,	a	fisherman	
named	Jeff	Poe,	states	that	he	considers	himself	an	environmentalist.		When	asked	
whether	he	believes	in	climate	change,	he	replies	“I	don’t	know	that	there’s	anything	
that	we	can	do	about	it.	.	.	.I’m	not	a	denier.	.	.	but	I’m	skeptical	of	how	much	control	
we	have	over	it.”		The	reporter	states	that	some	blame	the	canals	that	oil	companies	
have	cut	through	the	marshes.	Horowitz’s	work	thoroughly	details	the	effects	of	
those	canals	and	more	on	the	wetlands	surrounding	New	Orleans.		Is	the	“we”	Poe	is	
referring	to	about	human	activity?	Or	is	it	the	lack	of	control	that	residents	of	
Cameron	have	in	the	face	of	corporate	oil	interests?3		
	
The	2017	CNN	report	also	notes	the	opinion	of	a	Tulane	University	researcher	that	
"The	reluctance	of	some	people	in	coastal	Louisiana	to	accept	that	there	are	big	
challenges	ahead	is,	in	my	opinion,	a	reflection	of	a	societal	focus	on	the	present	and	
very	short-term	as	opposed	to	thinking	about	even	20	to	50	years	out."		But	this	
reluctance	does	not	only	exist	among	Louisiana	residents.	A	substantial	segment	of	
Horowitz’s	book	explores	the	failure	of	the	Army	Corps	of	Engineers	to	move	
beyond	a	limited	cost-benefit	analysis	of	what	it	would	take	to	maintain	the	
wetlands	and	to	build	adequate	hurricane	protection	in	the	four	decades	between	
Hurricane	Betsy	and	Hurricane	Katrina.		According	to	Horowitz,	over	the	course	of	
the	20th	century	and	into	the	21st,		engineers	and	politicians	debated	the	
construction	of	the	Mississippi	River	Gulf	Outlet	(MRGO),	a	waterway	that	would	
allow	ships	to	enter	New	Orleans’s	Industrial	Canal	without	coming	through	the	
Mississippi	River	or	Lake	Pontchartrain.	When	the	plan	was	first	developed	in	the	
1930s,	the	Army	Corps	saw	no	need	for	the	MRGO.		St.	Bernard	residents	saw	a	
threat	to	the	wetlands	that	would	make	the	parish	more	vulnerable	to	flooding,	but	
their	concerns	were	not	factored	into	the	decision	not	to	build.	Twenty	years	later,	
under	a	different	federal	administration,	construction	began	on	the	MRGO	after	the	

 
3	Ed	Lavandera	and	Jason	Morris,	“As	the	Seas	Rise	Around	Them,	Fishermen	Deny	Climate	Change.”	
CNN:	Special	Reports,	May	31,	2017.		https://www.cnn.com/2017/04/20/us/louisiana-climate-
change-skeptics/index.html	Retrieved	January	10,	2021.		The	report	is	based	on	a	study	out	of	Yale	
University	that	Cameron	Parish,	Louisiana,	may	have	the	highest	percentage	of	climate	denial	even	as	
it	may	be	experiencing	the	highest	rate	of	climate-related	change,	at	49%	denial.	Jennifer	Marlon,	
Peter	Howe,	Matto	Mildenberger,	and	Anthony	Leiserowitz,	Yale	Climate	Opinion	Maps.	2016	
version:	https://climatecommunication.yale.edu/visualizations-data/ycom-us-
2016/?est=happening&type=value&geo=county		Note	that	in	the	2020	version,	Cameron	Parish	lost	
a	percentage	point,	so	that	climate	change	is	a	50-50	proposition	there.	My	thanks	to	Orlee	Marini-
Rapoport	for	her	assistance	with	this	analysis.	
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Army	Corps	calculated	that	the	cost-benefit	ratio	would	lead	to	lower	costs	for	
shippers,	even	as	annual	maintenance	costs	on	the	waterway	put	the	project	in	the	
red	overall.		And	neither	the	Corps	nor	local	or	federal	government	officials	
calculated	the	cost-benefits	to	residents.	As	Horowitz	details,	the	MRGO	allowed	salt	
water	to	flow	into	the	wetlands,	killing	off	the	marshes	that	were	a	natural	
protection	against	flooding	from	regular	tides	as	well	as	storm	surges	during	
hurricanes;	the	marshland	was	also	home	to	freshwater	fish	that	many	in	the	area	
relied	on	for	subsistence	and	their	livelihoods.	The	MRGO	still	exists	today.	It	has	
widened	far	beyond	its	original	dimensions,	although	it	must	still	be	dredged	to	
maintain	its	depth	for	shipping—similar	to	the	Mississippi	River	it	was	meant	to	go	
around.	It	has	also	continued	to	decimate	the	wetlands.	In	the	early	1990s	the	state	
of	Louisiana,	finally	attentive	to	the	damage	of	wetlands	loss,	asked	the	Corps	to	use	
the	dredged	sediment	to	rebuild	the	marshes	the	MRGO	was	destroying.	The	Corps	
stated	that	it	was	too	expensive	and	continued	to	dump	the	sediment	into	open	
water	(80-97).	
	
The	Army	Corps’	use	of	cost-benefit	analysis	also	affected	their	attitude	towards	
building	levees	to	protect	against	flooding.4	Residents	who	had	railed	against	MRGO	
had	also	demanded	better	levee	protection.		As	Horowitz	describes,	the	construction	
of	levees	in	the	post-World	War	Two	era	was	rooted	in	a	different	kind	of	cost-
benefit	analysis.	The	immediate	post-World-War	Two	era	was	one	in	which	
government	economic	support	of	housing	and	education	set	up	and	responded	to	an	
expectation	of	endless	supplies	of	wealth,	even	as	these	investments	were	racially	
segmented.		This	period	cemented	the	idea	of	the	American	dream	of	home	
ownership.		Whereas	white	Louisiana	residents—as	with	others	across	the	
country—imagined	their	futures	tied	to	ownership	of	new	single-family	homes	in	
racially	segregated	communities,	local,	state	and	federal	government	officials	and	

 
4	Note	that	the	idea	of	cost-benefit	analysis	developed	in	1902	in	relationship	to	the	Army	Corps	of	
Engineer’s	work	on	ships,	waterways	and	flooding	before	being	taken	up	by	economists	later	in	the	
century.		The	term	has	fallen	in	and	out	of	vogue	during	the	20th	and	21st	centuries	as	a	way	to	
understand	harm	to	communities.	See	Binyamin	Applebaum,	The	Economists’	Hour:	False	Prophets,	
Free	Markets,	and	the	Fracture	of	Society	(New	York:	Little,	Brown	and	Co.,	2019),	188-211;	Theodore	
M.	Porter,	Trust	in	Numbers:	The	Pursuit	of	Objectivity	in	Science	and	Public	Life	(1995.	Rpt.	Princeton:	
Princeton	University	Press,	2020),	149-189.	Cost-benefit	analysis	was	specifically	debated	during	the	
1970s	as	the	Army	Corps	discussed	the	building	of	levees.	Economists	argued	that	levees	should	be	
built	to	a	lower	standard;	those	who	argued	for	a	higher	standard	stated	claimed	that	the	lower-
standard	argument	did	not	take	into	account	loss	of	life.	See	Hurricane	Protection	Plan	for	Lake	
Pontchartrain	and	Vicinity:	Hearing	before	the	Subcommittee	on	Water	Resources	of	the	Committee	on	
Public	Works	and	Transportation,	House	of	Representatives,	Ninety-Fifth	Congress,	Second	Session,	
January	5,	1978,	at	New	Orleans,	La.	(Washington,	D.C.:	U.S.	Govt.	Print.	Off.,	1978),	p.	16;	and	Select	
Bipartisan	Committee	to	Investigate	the	Preparation	for	and	Response	to	Hurricane	Katrina,	“A	
Failure	of	Initiative”	(Washington,	D.C.:		US	Congress,	2006),	29.	www.congress.gov/congressional-
report/109th-congress/house-report/377/1		My	thanks	to	Connor	Chung	for	his	research	on	this	
issue.	
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land	developers	imagined	the	much	larger	wealth	such	productivity	would	grant	
them,	as	well	as	a	demonstration	of	the	political	and	economic	stability	of	capitalism	
amid	the	Cold	War.	In	this	context,	the	development	of	the	levee	system	to	protect	
New	Orleans	and	other	areas	during	this	time	period	was	part	of	a	cost-benefit	
analysis	in	which	the	growth	of	population	in	and	around	New	Orleans	due	to	urban	
renewal	and	suburban	expansion	would	lead	to	increased	property	values	through	
land	development	and	flood	protection.	The	flood	protection	would	decrease	the	
financial	losses	typical	of	flood	disasters	in	developed	areas,	even	as	more	housing	
developed	in	the	insured	area.		
	
Perhaps	this	flood	protection	plan	would	have	worked	out—if	it	had	actually	been	
built	as	designed.		But	the	original	flood	design	was	never	completed.	And	as	the	
building	of	the	levee	system	stretched	over	decades,	remaining	incomplete	even	by	
the	time	of	Katrina	in	2005,	the	Army	Corps	never	readjusted	its	original	plan	to	
account	for	the	changes	in	the	land	it	was	supposed	to	protect—either	literal	land	
disappearance	or	the	significant	subsidence	that	occurred	year	in	and	year	out.		
Because	the	Army	Corps	based	its	construction	on	land	heights	measured	in	the	
1950s	and	1960s	as	it	continued	construction	down	to	the	time	of	Katrina,	and	
because	of	inadequate	maintenance,	many	parts	of	the	levee	system	literally	toppled	
in	the	aftermath	of	Hurricane	Katrina,	which	many	now	judge	was	a	Category	1	or	2	
upon	landfall	in	New	Orleans.		Similarly,	inadequate	patterns	of	cost-benefit	analysis	
have	continued	in	the	years	after	Hurricane	Katrina	as	the	city	and	surrounding	
areas	rebuilt.		
	
In	reading	Horowitz’s	description	of	the	post-World	War	Two	levee	system	plan,	I	
began	to	call	it	voodoo	flood	protection.	It	just	seemed	unlikely,	given	all	that	
Horowitz	had	laid	out	earlier,	that	the	levees	would	have	protected	the	city	in	the	
ways	that	residents	expected.		This	links	to	a	larger	set	of	questions	I	have	for	the	
book,	but	really	for	all	of	us.	One	question	is,	how	do	we	manage	the	reign	of	cost-
benefit	analysis,	which	promises	a	logical	and	fair	assessment	of	resources	and	how	
they	should	be	used,	but	which	is	a	logic	that	has	been	manipulated	to	deliver	
benefits	to	only	part	of	society?		Second,	given	how	far	along	lower	Louisiana	is	on	
the	path	to	destruction,	is	there	a	way	to	account	for,	acknowledge	and	preserve	its	
history,	even	as	we’re	unable	to	preserve	the	very	location	where	that	history	was	
produced?	Can	this	historically	and	geographically	bound	group	of	people	exist	
elsewhere,	and	if	not,	what	does	it	mean	to	lose	them?	Certainly	other	groups	of	
people	in	world	history	have	had	this	experience;	are	we	learning	from	them?	
Finally,	how	do	we	hold	the	powerful	accountable	for	what	they	do	and	don’t	know?		
Craig	Colten’s	work	on	the	early	environmental	history	of	New	Orleans	indicates	
that	creating	manmade	levees	were	known	to	be	a	zero-sum	game	in	the	late-
eighteenth	and	early	nineteenth	centuries:	by	containing	the	river,	they	raised	its	
height	and	thus	the	flood	level,	and	prevented	the	development	of	new	land	so	vital	
to	preventing	subsidence.5		Both	Colten	and	Horowitz—and	many	others—depict	a	
repeated	turning	away	from	hard	truths	about	the	limits	of	human	control	of	the	

 
5	Colten,	An	Unnatural	Metropolis,	3,	22-30.	
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environment	of	Lower	Louisiana.	The	decisions	are	made	by	those	with	the	most	
access	to	knowledge	and	power,	while	the	costs	weigh	most	heavily	on	those	with	
the	least	access.		
	
It’s	in	this	context	that	I	return	to	the	people	of	Lower	Louisiana:	Malik	Rahim	and	
the	members	of	Common	Ground;	Emile	Riche;	and	the	fishermen	of	Cameron	who	
are	taunted	by	CNN,	and	perhaps	others,	for	their	disbelief	in	climate	change.		Over	
the	century	studied	by	Horowitz,	not	only	those	most	affected	by	environmental	
change,	but	a	range	of	scientists	and	other	critics	warned	of	the	dangers	of	oil	
production	and	land	development	and	cautioned	against	the	arrogance	of	
technology	in	the	fragile	landscape	of	lower	Louisiana.		Like	the	CNN	reporter,	
politicians,	government	engineers,	and	corporations	pushed	these	concerns	aside,	at	
times	mocking	those	who	had	only	a	partial	understanding	of	the	problems	they	
experienced	in	full.	And	in	2021,	after	President	Trump	admitted	to	lying	to	the	
country	about	the	dangers	of	Covid-19,	it’s	easier	than	ever	to	imagine	government	
officials	lying	to	communities	standing	in	the	way	of	danger.6		If	we	return	to	the	
Yale	study,	we	can	see	that	while	the	Cameron	Parish	residents	interviewed	in	2016	
and	in	2020	were	skeptical	of	“climate	change,”	yet	73%	in	2016	and	77%	in	2020	
were	in	support	of	research	into	renewable	energy,	even	though	some	of	the	best-
paying	jobs	in	lower	Louisiana	are	in	the	oil	industry.		Granted,	they	are	5	points	
behind	the	average	of	the	rest	of	the	country	on	these	questions:	82%	of	Americans	
want	to	see	more	research	into	renewable	energy.	But	at	77%	of	the	local	and	82%	
of	the	national	population	in	support	of	new	forms	of	energy,	the	problem	is	not	
with	“these	people.”	It	is	with	our	elected	officials,	on	both	sides	of	the	aisle,	whose	
job	it	is	to	plan	our	future.		Our	elected	officials	have	access	to	the	best	researchers	
in	the	world,	should	they	choose	to	consult	them.	But	a	substantial	chunk	of	them	
continue	to	tell	people	that	the	evidence	of	their	own	eyes	is	wrong,	not	to	mention	
the	arguments	of	science.	In	doing	so,	these	political	elites	implicitly	and	explicitly	
value	such	lives	as	less	worthy	than	those	who	make	money	on	sinking	lands	and	
cancer-ridden	bodies;	who	invest	in	body	bags	and	coffins	when	a	pandemic	is	
approaching;	and	who	build	underground	safe	houses	for	themselves	as	they	look	
into	a	future	in	which	everyone	above	ground	is	fighting	over	increasingly	scarce	
resources	as	the	earth	becomes	less	and	less	habitable.7		
	 	

 
6	Christian	Paz,	“All	the	President’s	Lies	about	the	Coronavirus,”	The	Atlantic	November	2,	2020.	
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2020/11/trumps-lies-about-coronavirus/608647/	
Retrieved	January	28,	2021.	
7	See	conclusion	of	Timothy	Snyder,	Black	Earth:	The	Holocaust	as	History	and	Warning	(New	York:	
Tim	Duggan	Books,	2015);	Daniel	Wallace-Wells,	The	Uninhabitable	Earth:	Life	After	Warming	(New	
York:	Tim	Duggan	Books,	2019);	Evan	Osnos,	“Doomsday	Prep	for	the	Super-Rich,”	The	New	Yorker,	
January	23,	2017.	https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2017/01/30/doomsday-prep-for-the-
super-rich	Retrieved	January	16,	2021. 
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Response	by	Andy	Horowitz,	Tulane	University	
	

ome	sing	a	sad	song,	some	got	to	moan	the	blues,”	Allen	Toussaint	wrote	in	
1971,	“trying	to	make	the	best	of	a	home	that	that	man	didn’t	even	get	to	
choose.”1	In	the	great	New	Orleans	songwriter’s	lyric,	I	hear	a	more	elegant	

expression	of	Karl	Marx’s	1852	insight	that	“men	make	their	own	history,	but	they	
do	not	make	it	as	they	please;	they	do	not	make	it	under	self-selected	circumstances,	
but	under	circumstances	existing	already,	given	and	transmitted	from	the	past.”2	
The	tension	between	agency	and	structure,	or	between	free	will	and	the	forces	that	
constrain	it	–	in	other	words,	the	problem	of	transforming	the	past	you	have	
inherited	into	a	future	you	wish	to	inhabit	–	this	is	the	problem	of	history,	and	
Katrina	makes	it	plain.		
	
I	am	grateful	to	have	four	scholars	I	admire	consider	my	work	with	care.	I	am	
hesitant	to	speak	over	their	thoughtful	and	provocative	essays,	especially	because	I	
already	have	had	a	chance	to	say	my	piece	in	my	book.	But	Keith	Woodhouse,	the	
editor	who	generously	commissioned	this	roundtable,	asserts	that	my	writing	a	
response	is	part	of	the	deal.	So	here	are	a	few	thoughts,	offered	with	respect.		
	
It	is	affirming,	first	of	all,	that	all	four	scholars	seem	to	have	embraced	the	central	
idea	that	animates	my	book:	disasters	have	histories.	Disasters	are	not	
unprecedented	exceptions	to	the	normal	course	of	things,	but	rather	are	produced	
by	the	same	histories	that	they	sometimes	seem	to	upend.	The	places	we	live,	and	
the	disasters	that	imperil	them,	are	at	once	artifacts	of	state	policy,	cultural	
imagination,	economic	order,	and	environmental	possibility.	Katrina’s	causes	and	
consequences	reach	across	a	century.	After	all,	as	I	write	in	the	book,	someone	had	
to	build	the	levees	before	they	could	break.		
	
I	notice,	too,	that	many	of	the	questions	my	colleagues	have	raised	are	about	the	
future,	rather	than	the	past.	I	agree	that	history	offers	maps	of	our	possible	future,	
and	I	am	proud	that	my	book	seems	useful	in	this	way.	The	challenges	we	face	are	
many,	and	as	Katrina	painfully	demonstrates,	the	stakes	could	not	be	higher.		
	
Craig	Colten	asks	me	to	consider	again	the	definition	of	disaster,	and	in	particular	
the	mismatch	between	the	expansive	view	I	take	in	the	book	and	the	definitions	that	
obtain	in	federal	law.	Where	I	see	the	contingent	processes	of	history	doing	their	
work	across	time,	federal	law	identifies	an	acute	rupture.	Professor	Colten	is	right	
that	these	are	incommensurate	views.	The	one	obscures	the	other.	In	the	second	half	
of	his	essay,	Professor	Colten	asks	why	people	cannot	seem	to	“learn	the	lessons”	of	
disaster.	I	have	come	to	believe	that	these	two	problems	are	connected.		
	

 
1	Allen	Toussaint,	“Freedom	for	the	Stallion,”	1971.	
2	Karl	Marx,	The	Eighteenth	Brumaire	of	Louis	Bonaparte,	1852;	trans.	Saul.	K	Padover,	
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1852/18th-brumaire/.  
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Conceiving	of	disasters	as	events	without	histories	makes	it	impossible	to	see	their	
causes,	and	therefore	to	prevent	their	reoccurrence.	Even	worse,	seeing	disasters	
this	way	insidiously	goads	us	to	work	hard	to	create	the	conditions	for	them	to	
happen	repeatedly.	That	is	because	if	the	definition	of	disaster	is	“a	terrible	
exception	from	the	normal	order	of	things”	(rather	than	product	of	that	order),	then	
the	definition	of	recovery	is	“the	restoration	of	the	status	quo	ante.”	And	indeed,	
most	US	disaster	policy	is	designed	to	put	things	back	the	way	they	were	before.	But	
the	way	I	see	it,	to	restore	the	old	order	is	simply	to	set	things	up	for	the	same	
problem	to	occur	again.		
	
Imagine	that	I	have	been	struck	by	lightning	(ouch!).	Narrated	as	an	acute	event,	it’s	
a	paradigmatic	disaster	by	the	common	definition:	unprecedented	and	
unpredictable—the	lightning	comes	out	of	nowhere	to	upset	the	normal	order	of	
things.	I	am	a	victim	of	cosmic	bad	luck.	There	may	be	very	little	you	might	do	to	
learn	the	lessons	of	the	calamity	that	has	befallen	me.	As	for	recovery,	if	I	am	simply	
a	victim	of	a	blameless	accident,	society	owes	me	nothing	for	my	trouble.	If	someone	
is	generous	enough	to	volunteer	some	charity,	a	nice	goal	for	them	might	be	to	try	to	
help	me	get	back	to	normal	by	restoring	me	to	just	where	I	was	before	the	lightning	
struck.		
	
But	what	if	you	gave	that	disaster	a	history?	What	if	you	discovered	that	my	boss	
had	made	me	stand	outside	during	a	thunderstorm,	holding	a	tall	metal	rod?	What	if	
you	learned	that	he	does	this	regularly?	What	if	you	discovered	that	he	hired	
lobbyists	to	prevent	laws	that	might	stop	the	practice?	What	if	you	learned	that	only	
certain	kinds	people	were	sent	outside	for	the	lightning	rod	shift,	while	others	
stayed	dry?	This	longer	view	reveals	many	ways	to	prevent	similar	problems	from	
recurring,	and	also	suggests	that	I	am	due	something	other	than	charity.	I	apologize	
for	what	may	seem	to	be	a	cartoonish	example,	but	I	am	exaggerating	less	than	you	
might	hope.		
	
Consider	that	one	of	the	“lessons”	many	people	claimed	to	have	learned	from	
Katrina	was	the	extent	to	which	racial	and	economic	inequalities	were	endemic	in	
Louisiana.	But	few	recovery	policies	addressed	that	problem.	In	fact,	they	often	were	
explicitly	designed	to	do	the	opposite:	to	restore	inequalities.	Take	the	Louisiana	
Road	Home	program—the	primary	Katrina	recovery	program,	which	was	meant	to	
aid	flooded	homeowners	with	$10.5	billion	in	federal	funds,	and	which	I	write	about	
at	some	length	in	the	book.	The	Louisiana	Road	Home	apportioned	recovery	grants	
that	were	capped	at	the	pre-flood	“fair	market	value”	of	a	person’s	home.	Thus,	a	
person	whose	home	had	a	pre-flood	value	of	$150,000	was	eligible	for	a	grant	of	up	
to	$150,000,	while	a	person	whose	home	had	a	pre-flood	value	of	$75,000	was	
eligible	for	a	grant	of	up	to	$75,000—even	if	both	homes	had	precisely	the	same	
amount	of	damage	and	would	cost	the	same	amount	to	repair.	In	other	words,	out	of	
an	effort	to	restore	the	status	quo	ante,	the	recovery	program	was	designed	to	make	
people	who	owned	less	valuable	homes	before	the	flood	eligible	for	smaller	grants	
afterward.	Recovery	policy	fixed	economic	inequality	in	place.	And	because	of	the	
history	of	racism	in	the	real	estate	industry,	the	same	policy	fixed	racial	inequality	in	
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place	too.	Thus,	in	this	case,	as	in	many	others,	by	taking	a	narrow	view	of	disaster—
treating	it	as	an	acute	event,	rather	than	a	manifestation	of	historical	processes—
recovery	policies	did	not	mitigate	but	rather	affirmed	and	magnified	structural	
inequalities,	thereby	making	it	impossible	to	learn	the	lessons	of	disaster,	let	alone	
address	them.		
	
Structural	problems	need	structural	solutions.	To	return	to	Professor	Colten’s	
question:	to	the	extent	that	scholars	and	policymakers	can	advocate	for	structural	
change	within	the	bounds	of	current	legal	definitions	of	disaster,	they	should;	to	the	
extent	that	current	legal	definitions	foreclose	structural	change,	scholars	and	
policymakers	ought	to	work	to	change	the	legal	definitions.	In	many	cases,	I	fear,	a	
focus	on	causes	(say,	floods)	rather	than	consequences	(say,	homelessness)	
constrains	effective	and	humane	social	policy.		
	
Leslie	Harris	asks	me	about	how	we	might	preserve	Louisiana’s	history	as	Louisiana	
sinks.	Her	question	foregrounds	a	fundamental	problem	of	defining	place.	Is	
Louisiana	a	geographical	location,	or	a	human	community?	Does	preserving	
Louisiana’s	history	mean	extending	the	legacy	of	slavery,	or	the	resistance	to	it?	As	
the	great	New	Orleans	writer	Kalamu	ya	Salaam	phrased	the	problem	in	2006,	
“what	is	this	New	Orleans	we	want	to	save?”3		
	
I	do	not	know	the	answers	to	these	questions,	but	Katrina’s	history	teaches	me	
about	two	traps	waiting	to	ensnare	anyone	who	tackles	them.	The	first	is	that	“we”	
ought	to	be	terribly	concerned	about	who	the	“we”	is	that	gets	to	make	these	
decisions.	In	our	fractured	and	unequal	country,	the	people	with	the	power	to	make	
change	often	are	not	the	people	who	must	carry	the	weight	of	those	changes.	This	
imbalance	strikes	me	as	a	central	theme	of	Katrina’s	history,	and	it	is	no	way	to	
sustain	a	democracy.		
	
The	second	trap	has	to	do	with	another	of	Professor	Harris’s	questions,	about	cost-
benefit	analysis.	The	practice	of	measuring	the	probable	effects	of	a	policy	in	terms	
of	quantified	economic	value	offers	the	seductive	sheen	of	objectivity.	But	that	
veneer	of	rationality	is	only	possible	if	you	apply	it	in	a	way	that	obscures	political,	
cultural,	environmental,	and	moral	values.	Thus,	as	a	tool	for	guiding	policy,	cost-
benefit	analysis	is	insufficient.	(Katrina’s	history	shows	that	it	often	fails	to	guide	
wise	policy	decisions	even	on	strictly	economic	terms.)	Consider	everything	that	
New	Orleans	means	to	people;	consider	what	it	might	mean	to	lose	it,	or	to	save	it.	
Consider	what	it	might	take	to	do	so.	Now	consider	relying	primarily	on	a	calculator	
to	inform	those	decisions.	Objectively	speaking,	that	approach	seems	totally	
irrational.		
	

 
3	Kalamu	ya	Salaam,	“Know	the	Beginning	Well	and	the	End	Will	Not	Trouble	You,”	in	Taylor	
Sparrow,	A	Problem	of	Memory:	Stories	to	End	the	Racial	Nightmare	(Portland,	OR:	Eberhardt	Press,	
2007),	14–18	(quotation	on	18).	
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Moreover,	the	mirage	of	economic	quantification	is	not	just	an	obstacle	to	be	
avoided	on	the	road	to	progress.	Too	often,	it	warps	our	understanding	of	success	
itself.	So	too	does	an	acquiescence	to	the	inequalities	that	shape	our	social	order.	
Professor	Harris	knows	this;	it	is	why	she	frames	hers	as	questions	“really	for	all	of	
us.”	I	agree.	In	fact,	I	think	few	questions	are	more	important.		
	
Robin	McDowell	is	writing	a	book	about	the	connections	between	enslavement	and	
the	petrochemical	industry	in	Louisiana.	A	desperately	needed	origin	story	for	the	
region	that	many	refer	to	as	Cancer	Alley,	Professor	McDowell’s	work	will	
demonstrate	the	continuities	and	contingency	that	define	slavery,	toxicity,	mass	
incarceration,	and	the	resistance	to	these	fatal	oppressions.	What	most	fascinates	
me	about	her	work,	and	her	essay	here,	is	her	attention	to	scale.	Professor	McDowell	
is	right	that	one	of	the	central	challenges	we	face	as	writers	is	staying	focused	on	the	
specific	and	the	general	at	once.	“How,”	she	asks,	“can	historians	reclaim	humanity	
in	satellite	photography	and	military	cartography	without	foreclosing	the	scalability	
of	their	arguments?”	Her	question	does	not	simply	revisit	the	cliché	about	seeing	the	
forest	and	the	trees.		
	
I	read	Professor	McDowell	as	insisting	on	a	sophisticated	articulation	of	structure,	
agency,	and	historical	contingency.	White	supremacy	is	a	global	force,	manifest	over	
centuries,	and	a	power	relationship	and	ideological	aspiration	that	is	made	real,	for	
example,	as	an	exchange	between	two	individuals	during	a	police	traffic	stop.	The	
climate	crisis	must	be	understood	at	once	as	parts	per	million	carbon	in	the	
atmosphere,	and	as	the	flooded	driveway	in	the	Lower	Ninth	Ward.	The	one	is	a	
“portal”	onto	the	other,	as	Professor	McDowell	puts	it.	I	would	add	my	sense	that	to	
fail	to	see	one	is	to	misunderstand	them	both,	which	is	why	her	question	is	essential	
for	all	of	us	trying	to	make	sense	of	the	lived	experience	of	social	structures	and	the	
contingent	facts	of	historical	change.		
	
The	problem	of	connecting	the	specific	and	the	general	surrounds	my	answer	to	
Lynnell	Thomas,	too.	In	the	course	of	a	welcome	and	generous	reading,	Professor	
Thomas	pushes	against	my	assertion	that	“the	explanation	for	why	more	than	
90,000	African	Americans	did	not	return	to	New	Orleans	lies	less	in	a	deep	and	
totalizing	racist	history	than	in	the	pointed	and	contingent	work	of	comparatively	
recent	actors.”	That	sentence	from	the	book’s	introduction	follows	my	assertion	that	
“political	decisions	reshaped	the	region	more	than	the	flood	itself,	dictating	who	was	
able	to	come	home	and	what	their	lives	would	be	like	when	they	did.”	In	other	
words,	in	the	passage	Professor	Thomas	identified,	I	meant	to	underscore	my	
findings	that	the	race	of	a	building’s	inhabitants	was	not	a	very	strong	predictor	of	
whether	it	flooded	when	the	levees	failed,	nor	was	flood	depth	alone	a	very	strong	
predictor	of	whether	a	former	resident	returned.	In	absolutely	no	way	whatsoever	
did	I	mean	to	suggest	that	the	history	of	racism,	which	is	a	primary	concern	of	my	
book,	did	not	matter.	Precisely	the	opposite.	My	argument	is	that	the	floodwater	
itself	mattered	less	than	most	people	understand	in	determining	the	post-2005	
population	of	the	city.	Therefore,	racism—both	as	a	complex	of	inherited	
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inequalities	and	a	set	of	racialized	conditions	newly	imposed	by	recovery	policies—
mattered	even	more	than	most	people	understand.		
	
In	the	book,	for	example,	I	consider	the	case	of	public	housing.	New	Orleans’s	largest	
public	housing	developments	survived	the	flood	with	minimal	damage,	and	
residents	might	have	moved	back	home	with	relative	ease.	Instead,	the	Housing	
Authority	of	New	Orleans	and	the	Department	of	Housing	and	Urban	Development	
boarded	up	the	buildings	to	prevent	people	from	returning.	Then	on	December	20,	
2007,	while	former	residents	and	their	allies	protested	outside	of	the	Council’s	
chamber,	and	while	Congress	considered	a	bill	that	would	have	funded	a	right	of	
return	for	all	former	public	housing	residents,	the	members	of	the	New	Orleans	City	
Council	voted	to	approve	demolition	permits	for	the	projects.	The	buildings	were	
soon	destroyed,	making	it	impossible	for	the	thousands	of	Black	New	Orleanians	
who	once	lived	in	them	to	return	home.		
	
The	animus	against	public	housing	and	its	impoverished	Black	residents	is,	of	
course,	a	product	of	a	long	and	deep	history,	one	that	I	analyze	in	the	book.	But	the	
actual	act	of	dispossession	did	not	emerge	inexorably	out	of	that	past.	It	had	to	be	
imposed	in	the	historical	present,	in	the	face	of	very	loud	opposition.	If	four	
members	of	the	City	Council	had	voted	the	other	way,	thousands	of	public	housing	
residents	might	have	been	able	to	come	home.	Similarly,	had	the	Road	Home	
program	used	replacement	cost,	rather	than	market	value,	to	determine	grant	
awards,	Black	homeowners	in	New	Orleans	would	have	been	eligible	for	perhaps	as	
much	as	a	half	billion	dollars	more	in	recovery	aid.	I	refer	to	such	decisions	as	“the	
pointed	and	contingent	work	of	comparatively	recent	actors”	not	to	obscure	the	
histories	that	animated	them,	but	in	order	to	underscore	how	little	of	Louisiana’s	
post-2005	history	was	inevitable.		
	
In	the	end	of	her	essay,	Professor	Thomas	observes,	fairly,	that	I	do	not	seem	very	
“optimistic	about	the	new	normal	produced	by	unchecked	global	warming	and	what	
it	bodes	for	New	Orleans’s—and	the	rest	of	the	world’s—future.”	It	is	true	that	
writing	Katrina’s	history	filled	me	with	an	immense	sadness.	But	my	hope	is	that	
what	emerges	from	the	book	is	not	a	totalizing	sense	that	the	pain	and	injustice	I	
chronicle	were	inevitable,	but	rather	the	knowledge	that,	for	better	and	for	worse,	
things	might	have	been	different.	They	might	yet	be	different	still.		
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