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“YOU CAN’T WAIT FOR THE CAVALRY THAT WON’T COME:” COMBATING 
POST- KATRINA URBICIDE 

Christina Lawrence

New College of Florida, 2011

ABSTRACT

     This thesis argues that top-down political processes enabled Katrina’s destruction, 

including the sustained displacement and systematic disenfranchisement of Black 

working-class residents during the rebuilding process.  This paper looks at post-Katrina 

urbicidal trends (and residential resistance to them) through a method of open-ended, 

grounded-theory interviews with founders, directors and workers in the grassroots, 

community-based organization network of New Orleans' Lower Ninth Ward.  The project 

integrates secondary literature and with participation and observation to create a narrative 

of urbicide and urbicide resistance in post-Katrina New Orleans.  It contends that the two 

most salient features of this story are a local history of resistance and a local culture of 

mutual aid.

Under the sponsorship of Dr. Robert Johnson
American Studies, Division of Social Sciences
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Introducing Katrina: An Urbicidal Event

     This paper integrates grounded theory from open-ended qualitative interviews with a 

wealth of secondary literature on both the Katrina event and urbicide, specifically the 

American domestic form of urbicide--urban neglect and renewal.  Hurricane Katrina is 

conceptualized as an event within the urbicidal trajectory of American cities, a trajectory 

which led to the storm’s destructiveness, impacted the failed government response and 

has been intensified throughout the “rebuilding” process.  The interviews elucidated these 

premises, contextualized with secondary research, and described residential methods of 

understanding and resisting urbicidal political violence. This research is instructive for 

those dedicated to enabling American cities to be living, democratic and socially-active.

     Hurricane Katrina made landfall in Louisiana and Mississippi on August 29th, 2005. It 

was one of the largest, most costly and most deadly hurricanes in American history, and 

as the first to have non-stop television coverage, stands as one of the most well-

documented and critiqued contemporary events.  The hurricane’s storm surge was 

funneled in the canals crisscrossing the city of New Orleans, and the area became 

inundated with water as the flood-protection system failed.  Katrina has become largely 

synonymous with New Orleans, as the city garnered the most news coverage and suffered 

the most damage.  The unequal impact of the Katrina event, both within the city of New 

Orleans and between the city and other affected non-urban areas, has demonstrated that 

all disasters are socially constructed and none should be considered “natural.” 1 

1 Richard D. Knabb, Jamie R. Rhome, and Daniel P. Brown, “Tropical Cyclone Report: Hurricane Katrina, 
23-30 August 2005,” National Hurricane Center, published on December 20th, 2005, accessed January 15th, 
2011, http://www.nhc.noaa.gov/pdf/TCR-AL122005_Katrina.pdf, 1; Russell R. Dynes and Havidan 
Rodriguez, “Finding and Framing Katrina: The Social Construction of Disaster,” in Sociology of Katrina:  
Perspectives On A Modern Catastrophe, eds. David. L. Brunsma, David Overfelt and J. Steven Picou. 

http://www.nhc.noaa.gov/pdf/TCR-AL122005_Katrina.pdf


     For days, outside aid, political initiatives and social order remained elusive. The news 

was filled with images of trapped survivors in the flooded city, survivors who were 

predominately Black and disproportionately poor.  The catastrophic failures magnified 

socio-political vulnerabilities and inequalities, psychologically and intellectually 

provoking both residents and observers. Authors, journalists, politicians, activists and 

academics have since been compelled to seek out explanations and solutions for the 

social problems brought into sharp relief.  Katrina flooded the city with attention and 

brought about an engagement with social issues.

    Both sociologists and feminists have pursued studies upon the storm’s impact on 

various population, and the racially and economically stratified impact of the storm has 

led to widespread dialogues on the effects of inequality.  The flooding prompted 

environmentalists to investigate wetland deterioration and canal-building, and compelled 

political scientists to problematize the neo-liberal policies of urban and infrastructural 

neglect which had left the flood-protection system in disrepair. The inadequate 

evacuation plan and federal response, as well as the subsequent exploitation of the 

disaster by resource-laden actors, led to critiques of political priorities and socio-

economic power structures. Historians and anthropologists, fearing that the city has been 

permanently and fundamentally damaged by the massive residential displacement and 

spatial transformation, have taken up a renewed interest in its history and culture. Katrina 

has also been used to study place-attachment, the media, social movements, 

(Lanham, MA: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, Inc, 2010), 25-36; Mary Beth Appell, “Report from the 
Devastated Front Lines of the Lower Ninth Ward - New Orleans,” published on Wednesday, December 7, 
2005, accessed January 30th,  CommonDreams.org; Bill Quigley, “Katrina Pain Index 2010 New Orleans- 
Five Years Later,” Huffington Post, August 6th, 2010, accessed January 15th, 2011, 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/bill-quigley/katrina-pain-index-2010-n_b_673383.html.
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disenfranchisement, gentrification, community, familial structures, oral history, diasporic 

music and many other topics both too numerous and ever-growing to list.

     Katrina has been studied within a disaster context, especially during the immediate 

aftermath, but as the trauma continues to unfold long after the floodwaters have subsided 

and the area’s “hurricane recovery” continues to diverge from the standard trajectory, the 

focus has shifted to historical, political and social roots and contexts. “Katrina,” initially 

the name of a hurricane system, has over the past five years come to refer to a complex 

socio-political urban event.  New Orleans is still reeling and has since experienced 

dramatic changes, changes which are tangentially, if at all, related to the weather event. 

The city is now whiter, more Hispanic, less black, more educated, more privatized, 

wealthier, younger and with fewer family households, and adequate restoration of public 

transportation, affordable and public housing, public schools and the public health care 

system has yet to be seen. Social scientists have made clear that the disaster did not 

impact all residents equally, and have since shown that those hit the hardest-- people of 

color, women, children, the elderly, the working class, the sick and the disabled-- have 

also continued to have the most difficulty rebuilding their lives. Many who would like to 

return remain unable to do so, either for a lack of sufficient personal capital necessary to 

secure government assistance, file insurance claims and enter into non-fraudulent 

contracts, or because working-class communities still lack basic essential infrastructure. 2 

2 Bill Quigley , “Six Months After Katrina: Who Was Left Behind - Then and Now,” Storms Still Raging: 
Katrina, New Orleans and Social Justice, (2008); Bill Quigley, “Katrina Pain Index 2010,” in Huffington 
Post, published August 6th, 2010, accessed January 15th, 2011, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/bill-
quigley/katrina-pain-index-2010-n_b_673383.html;  Clyde Woods, “Les Misérables of New Orleans: Trap 
Economics and the Asset Stripping Blues, Part 1,” American Quarterly 61.3 (2009): 785; J. Steven Picou, 
David L. Brunsma and Davis Overfelt, “Introduction: Katrina as Paradigm Shift: Reflections on Disaster 
Research in the Twenty-First Century,” in Sociology of Katrina: Perspectives On A Modern Catastrophe, 
eds. David. L. Brunsma, David Overfelt and J. Steven Picou. (Lanham, MA: Rowman and Littlefield 
Publishers, Inc, 2010),12.
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     The unequal and unjust socio-political structures which allowed for the storm’s degree 

of devastation have been reproduced throughout the rebuilding process. The community 

upheaval, residential disenfranchisement, diaspora, and top-down urban transformation 

are not products of a hurricane, but rather a form of political violence which has been 

referred to by some academics as urbicide.  Over the past five and a half years, academics 

have placed Katrina within many socio-historical trajectories, and its vastness and 

complexity has led to a plethora of textual framings. The cycle of urban neglect and 

renewal, American urbicide, has been alluded to but largely unexplored in this body of 

Katrina literature. My interviews and observations pointed me towards this topic, and 

urbicidal contextualization has shown itself to be the most fitting and critically persuasive 

theoretical lens for understanding the current circumstance, as it encapsulates  race and 

class-based interpretations, critiques of neo-liberalism, gentrification, top-down urban 

planning and privatization, and studies socio-spatial stratification and inequality which 

have been explored by previous researchers.  Exploring Katrina as an event within the 

nation’s systematic destruction of urban life explains the hurricane’s unequal devastation 

as well as its temporal persistence.  The displacement of residents was caused by Katrina, 

but the perpetuation of their displacement has been actively pursued by those with 

political and economic power. New Orleans’s current Katrina circumstance is a specific 

front in the struggle for urban social justice, and is important to anyone interested in the 

state of democratic and heterogeneous urban space in America.  

     I came to this understanding of Katrina as an on-going urbicidal event after spending a 

total of sixteen weeks in New Orleans between October of 2008 and November of 2010, 

volunteering and pursuing interviews with members of the community-based grassroots 
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organization network.  I primarily worked with Common Ground Relief, the Lower Ninth 

Ward’s first post-Katrina grassroots organization, widely considered to be “ground zero” 

for the area’s recovery.  They have funneled in thousands upon thousands of volunteers 

and have a significant, well-documented history of community and political engagement, 

though the current focus is on re-construction. For the fourth time since October 2008, 

they provided me with affordable room and board, and I spent September to November 

2010 volunteering, attending community events and performing the interviews which are 

the backbone of this paper.  

      This research follows in the footsteps of those social scientists who have sought out 

Katrina’s roots and an adequate context for fully and critically understanding the event. 

Katrina is not important to American history and urban policy because of the magnitude 

of the hurricane system with which it shares a name, but rather is important as a moment 

where the brutality and indignity of the American urbicidal regime was both magnified 

and exposed for critique.  Participants had been undeniably impacted by Katrina, but 

overall, their work and the social issues which they engage had remained fundamentally 

unchanged.  New hurdles had been presented, but just as urbicide had been accelerated by 

Katrina, so too were their dedications to maintaining their communities.  By investigating 

the urbicidal Katrina event through the works and words of those most impacted, and 

most resistant, both the problems and solutions have been made clear.

Chapter 1: Methods, Interviews and Initial Findings
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Figure One: The Claiborne Street entrance to the Lower Ninth Ward.

Introduction: 

     This research project is an investigation into 1.) how and why disenfranchised and 

displaced residents have returned to the still-suffering city against all financial and 

political odds, with a focus on 2.) the uses of history and culture in the grassroots 

community-based organization network which has been fundamental in the resident-led 

returning and rebuilding process, and an interest in 3.) the tools and techniques which 

have been developed and enacted in devastated working class Black neighborhoods to 

rebuild community and resist political violence.  Three months were spent volunteering 

in the city and seven grounded, open-ended interviews were performed.  I had originally 

wanted to focus the project on the conceptions of history and culture held by residents 

who had returned to the Lower Ninth Ward, out of an interest in what had compelled 

these residents to return while over 80% of the pre-Katrina population remains displaced, 

and planned to pursue interviews with anyone currently residing in the area. However, I 
11



encountered some ethical and logistical difficulties with this plan, narrowed the 

participant pool to those involved in grassroots community-based organizations, and re-

focused the project upon the uses of history and culture by these individuals and their 

organizations.  The data collected  responded to the original topic of history and culture 

in the rebuilding process and also elucidated compelling conceptions of the event and the 

community’s relationship with, and resistance to, unjust top-down processes.  

     Specifically, I identified a history of resistance and a culture of mutual aid as the key 

conceptions shaping the rebuilding process and informing grassroots and community-

based organizing.  Additionally, I learned that the engaged residents who participated in 

the project did not understand the Katrina event and circumstance as the product of an 

exceptional catastrophic disaster, but rather as part of a longer history of political 

violence aimed at their community and a larger national trend of eviscerating urban cores 

and Black neighborhoods. The grounded theory approach to research emphasizes 

generating theory from the data collected rather than using the data to support a theory, so 

these conceptions have been taken as “facts” and serve as the foundation of the paper.

Place:

     This project is based in but not confined to the Lower Ninth Ward, the section of the 

city most devastated by Katrina where five of the seven participants founded 

organizations.  Before Katrina, the 99% Black Lower Ninth Ward, while impoverished, 

was home to a rich social and cultural history and the highest per capita rate of black 

home-ownership in the nation. Following Katrina, it was the last section of the city to re-

open after being closed to residents for over three months, and has since been the least 

12



residentially repopulated or infrastructurally repaired. 3 In their Lower Ninth Ward-based 

study, Emily Chamlee-Wright and Virgil Henry Storr found that residents had a deeper 

sense of place attachment than those of other sections of the city, and conjured that this is 

fundamental to understanding residential returning and rebuilding despite inadequate 

political and financial resources. My research does not disprove this idea, and the key 

conceptions which I identified may in fact encapsulate “place-attachment,” but the 

interviews revealed more complex, historically-rooted and socio-political motivations. 4

Shifts in Research Organization:

     The original aim of the project was to investigate the roles of historical and cultural 

conceptions in the rebuilding process, by inquiring into the decision-making processes of 

residents, so I spent the first few weeks volunteering as a way to integrate myself into the 

community and meet potential participants.  It quickly became clear that Common 

Ground’s projects would not be a good way to pursue interviews as initially hoped, as the 

majority of assisted residents were elderly and/or disabled, protected populations which I 

had not prepared for in my training. Observing several housing assessments, the meetings 

between the construction coordinator and a homeowner to discuss the project’s scope and 

timeline and the type of aid Common Ground can provide, revealed widespread and on-

going trauma (appendices three and six). Through informal interactions with residents, it 

became resoundingly clear that even for those who managed to return, the process of 

rebuilding their lives was not complete and the trauma of Katrina had not abated.

3 Peter Wagner, and Susan Edwards, “New Orleans By The Numbers,” Dollars and Sense, accessed 
January 15th, 2011, http://www.dollarsandsense.org/archives/2006/0306wagneredwards.html.
4 Emily Chamlee-Wright and Virgil Henry Storr, “There’s No Place Like New Orleans: Sense of Place and 
Community Recovery in the Ninth Ward After Hurricane Katrina,” Journal of Urban Affairs 31.5 (2009): 
615-634.

13
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     The community’s needs were vast, the available resources were minimal and the 

observable structural improvements were few, despite the many post-Katrina political 

and academic studies, recommendations and literature.  Positive and effective changes in 

the community were spear-headed by grassroots organizations, rather than politically 

governing bodies, and these organizations appeared to be the most tangible community 

resource.  This observation sparked an interest in the techniques which had been 

developed for mitigating structural inadequacies, and since I was concerned with 

avoiding re-victimizing participants and aggravating open wound, the research was re-

focused upon those involved in these community projects, in the hopes that they would 

be more accustomed to discussing their experiences, more settled in their rebuilding 

process, less likely to experience discomfort and more integrated into healing social 

networks and purposeful community engagement. This decision shaped the data 

collected, as it drastically decreased the potential participant pool and life-long residency 

became less important, and it may not be indicative of the populations as a whole.  The 

analytic shift in focus to conceptions of history and culture through organizations, and the 

make-up of the eventual participant pool, directed the research to social activism and 

socio-political issues facing the community--topics which showed themselves to be 

dense, complex and engaging. The organization-based research allowed for investigations 

in the relationship between the top-down process of political violence and the lived 

experience of resistance.  

Method: 

    Thirteen residents were contacted and seven in person, grounded theory informed, 

open-ended interviews were performed and audio recorded.  Contacts from previous 

14



research projects were utilized, while other participants were identified through their 

association with prominent social organizations or recommendations from Common 

Ground affiliates.  In order to keep the living situation comfortable, no interviews were 

requested from fellow Common Ground volunteers.   Interview preparation included 

researching the participant and his or her  organization online, a task fruitful for some but 

less successful for others, in order to modify questions and avoid requesting basic 

information reported on elsewhere.  Since the research was on both residents and 

organizations, tours were requested whenever possible in order to observe the application 

of ideas.  The tour also acted as an icebreaker to get the participant talking and thinking 

in a self-directed way, and often pointed towards specific topics to probe further.

     I discussed the project’s aims with participants and asked for their consent to refer to 

them by name and reveal identifiable information. All participants signed consent forms 

and were given my contact information in case they had any questions, doubts or 

concerns following their involvement. Most interviews were accompanied by a short “off 

the record” introduction and followed by an “off the record” decompression, and every 

effort was made to insure that participants did not feel agitated as a result of their 

participation and old wounds were not re-awakened without closure.  All of the 

participants offered encouragement and expressed a desire to communicate their stories 

and opinions. Interviews were kept conversational, organized around broad topics rather 

than a set of questions, and notes were recorded after, not during, the process.  I asked 

participants their about their personal goals and those of their organizations, as well as 

about their opinions on the most significant hurdles facing area and the community’s 

greatest assets for responding to them.  For pre-Katrina residents, I inquired into the 

15



returning process and asked for a comparison between their current and pre-Katrina 

community engagement, and the role the event played in changes, if any.

Participant Introductions:

Figure Two: Our School at Blair Grocery.
 

    I first interviewed Nat Turner, founder and director of Our School at Blair Grocery, an 

alternative school and micro-farm in the Lower Ninth Ward which I toured.  In 2006, he 

came to New Orleans to do relief work, and moved to the city permanently in 2008. 

Intending to continue with his education profession, he found himself also skills he had 

cultivated in community gardens. As a residents new to the area, he was asked about his 

decision to move to the Lower Ninth Ward and his work’s evolution since arrival.

      The second participant was Ward “Mack” McClendon, a New Orleans native, who 

serves as the director of the Lower Ninth Ward Village.  He began the interview with his 

“Where’s Your Neighbor?” project, a mural outside the center slated to be reproduced on 

the levee, and then gave me a room-to-room tour. The Lower Ninth Ward Village is a 

16



community resource center staffed by volunteers with a library, computer lab, kitchen, 

garden and art/event space.

Figure Three: Ward “Mack” McClendon explaining the Where’s Your Neighbor? Mural.

     The third participant was Mack McClendon’s lifelong friend Endesha Juakali, who 

founded Survivor’s Village during the storm’s immediate aftermath and is a housing 

rights activist.  An ex-lawyer and Housing Authority of New Orleans (HANO) employee, 

he had spent his life in the St. Bernard Projects. After Katrina, he was forcibly evacuated 

and the development was demolished.  He frequently contributes to blogs, goes on 

speaking tours and can be seen in Spike Lee’s most recent New Orleans documentary If  

God is Willing and Da Creek Don’t Rise (2010).  He is currently working on creating a 

Fight Back! Center across from the old St. Bernard Project in the Seventh Ward. The 

17



center has not opened so no tour was taken, but the interview was held outside as we 

watched the construction across the street. 

Figure Four: The front of Ronnie Lewis’s House of Dance and Feathers.

      Ronnie Lewis, founder and director of The House of Dance and Feathers, was my 

fourth participant.  Growing in popularity and dedicated to the city’s black working-class 

subcultures, this Lower Ninth Ward museum had been destroyed by Katrina but promptly 

rebuilt through university partnerships and volunteer labor.  This lifelong Lower Ninth 

Ward resident and self-professed cultural preservationist called educating people about 

his culture and the history of the area his “greatest pleasure.” He believes his work is an 

important aspect of the rebuilding process and often gives lectures around the nation.  He 

has a book, The House of Dance and Feathers: A Museum, which is devoted to his work, 

and he is featured in Nine Lives: Mystery, Magic, Death and Life in New Orleans, a novel 

by Dan Baum.

18



     Malik Rahim, a founder of the Lower Ninth Ward’s post-Katrina legal clinic, health 

clinic and relief organization, Common Ground Collective, was the fifth participant. 

Born and raised in neighboring Algiers, the lifelong activist knew organizing mutual aid 

was a necessity for residential recovery from Katrina, and helped funnel in thousands of 

volunteers, prevent the closing of St. Augustine chapel and catalyze the rebuilding of the 

area’s schools. Katrina intensified his drive to live sustainably and create alternative 

structures outside of, and in spite of, the government and he is currently dedicating his 

efforts to raising environmental awareness and is no longer involved in Common 

Ground’s day-to-day operations.

Figure Five: Common Ground Relief, the collective Malik Rahim founded after Katrina, the first 
organization to aid the Lower Ninth Ward.

    Greer Mendy, the sixth participant, founded the Tekrema Center for Art and Culture in 

the early 2000s in Mid-City, and moved to the Lower Ninth Ward just before Katrina. 

Born and raised in the area, she credits it with the formation of her love of art and is 
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dedicated to facilitating its artistic integrity.  As a public school student during 

desegregation, she benefited from enrichment programs geared towards exposing under-

privileged children to high-culture, but she knows most students no longer have these 

opportunities.  She wants the community to have access to “high-caliber” art, particularly 

forms which reflect their culture, unlike the enrichment programs of her youth. She told 

me that facilities like hers have historically been supported by the Black middle-class, a 

demographic shrunken by Katrina and with drastically fewer resources to devote to non-

essentials, so she prices her classes on a sliding-scale, accepts volunteering as 

compensation and allows other artists to use the center as a studio.  

Figure Six: The main room and performance space of the Tekrema Center.

    The seventh and final interview was with Hao-Peng Liao, who moved to New Orleans 

in the early 2000s to attend Tulane University as a graduate student, and had been 

involved with arts education before Katrina. After being displaced in Houston for a year, 
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homesickness and a desire to help rebuild the arts infrastructure of New Orleans brought 

him back.  He is now involved with art co-ops and arts-integration programs in the city’s 

schools. He discussed the importance of art education and critiqued the post-Katrina 

surge of charter schools.  

History and Culture in the Post-Disaster Landscape:

     Grassroots community-based organizations have been fundamental to the rebuilding 

process, and my interviews elaborated how cultural and historical conceptions have 

shaped their work.  The two most salient cultural-historical themes were resistance and 

mutual aid (see Appendix Six), and “resilience” was frequently mentioned by 

participants. Formative to their returning and rebuilding processes, these conceptions of 

persistent embattlement and a dedication to “people helping people” contextualizes the 

Katrina event and speaks to the history of the city and residential responses to structural 

inadequacies and inequality.  

History of Resistance:

     Lifelong activist Endesha Juakali used The Rumble in the Jungle as a metaphor for 

New Orleans’s history of resistance and the struggle for social justice. “Like Ali against 

Foreman, we’re rope-a-dopin.’ When they get tired, we’ll still be here. We’re known to 

endure and be resilient.”  Juakali refers to the prolonged oppression and embattlement of 

his community, as well as its history of resistance: “We’re known to endure and be 

resilient.”  He called the fight against oppression “a battle I won’t win,” but also stated 

with equal assurance “I’m gonna keep fighting.”  Expressing joy over “still fightin the 

good fight,” resistance is his way of life and he even named his organization the Fight 

Back! Center.  He never doubted returning to New Orleans after displacement nor 
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continuing his involvement in organizing collective resistance.  In fact, Katrina 

demonstrated the necessity of his resistance and renewed his dedication, because he knew 

the event would be politically exploited “on the neck of Black people.”

       Another lifelong activist, Malik Rahim recalled his history of resistance and called 

the founding of Common Ground “the summation of my forty years [of activism].” He 

credits the community’s survival to “those forty years of experience,” and like Endesha 

Juakali, he not only never doubted continuing his resistance after Katrina, but rather 

recognized its intensified importance.  His work has grown and changed since the storm, 

but he has maintained a strong dedication to activism.

     Rather than recalling his own history of resistance as Rahim and Juakali had done, 

Hao-Peng recalled the city own history during his interview to explain why he welcomes 

the changing population.  As a port city, the population of New Orleans has always been 

in flux, and the surge of young socially-aware allies “coming for the reform” will re-

invigorate the city and aid in resisting the status quo. Even though the city is now less 

Black, he believes it is part of the city’s character to be resistant. The demographic make-

up has changed, but his understanding of these changes and their potential benefits for 

social justice seem to mirror Endesha Juakali’s insistence that “this shit is gonna happen.”

     The history of resistance in New Orleans is cultural and embedded with the cultures of 

resistant communities.  Anthropologist Helen A. Regis, who has worked extensively with 

Ronnie Lewis, has written quite frequently about the roles of Social Aid and Pleasure 

Clubs in resisting urban stereotypes, violence and oppression.  Ronnie Lewis’s House of 

Dance and Feathers is dedicated to preserving and articulating these resistant sub-cultural 

forms, perhaps as an extension of his labor organizing on the streetcar tracks during his 
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youth.  He described the Mardi Gras Indians, Social Aid and Pleasure Clubs and other 

subcultures as “therapy” for urban life’s hardships, and related them to festivals held in 

the Caribbean by other impoverished communities of people of color.  He wants to keep 

these “therapies” alive, resist their marginalization, compel their public acknowledgment 

and appreciation, and proclaim the validity and power of working-class Black history and 

culture. Like Malik Rahim and Endesha Juakali, he never doubted returning to the Lower 

Ninth Ward, because he has devoted his life to maintaining the forms of resistance. 

      Sustained personal resistance and conceptualizations of resistant trends in the 

community have compelled the return of residents, guided their pursuit of activism and 

shaped their organizations.  Less overtly but not less powerfully, Greer Mendy’s Tekrema 

Center for Arts and Culture is built upon a history of resistance and targets the facilitation 

of continued community resistance. Embracing the art and culture of people of color, 

mitigating the inadequacies of cultural education in public schools, and both facilitating 

and exalting the vibrant artistic potential in the neighborhood of her birth, she is resisting 

cultural oppression.  She roots her organization in a history of “high caliber” Black arts 

infrastructure, which she described as resisting the dominant culture’s marginalization of 

non-Western art and the “dummying down” of artistic standards for people of color.  

Culture of Mutual Aid:

     During his interview, Mack McClendon cited the culture of mutual aid as the greatest 

community strength: “People caring about people is the greatest strength in the area, 

because no government or army can move faster than people caring about people.” This 

statement naturalizes mutual aid, framing it as a component of the community rather than 

a desire for the community. Certainly powerful enough on its own, his comparison 
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between mutual aid and the “government or army” within the context of the Katrina 

event, and its well-known deadly and disastrous government and army failures of 

catastrophic proportions, frames the community’s mutual aid as a response to a 

criminally ineffective political sphere.  Mutual aid has been embraced as a vital and 

necessary community strength, one which has the potential for greatness, in the words of 

Malik Rahim, “in spite of the government.” 

      By definition, grassroots community-based organizations are sites of mutual aid, 

where resources are pooled for community uplift and collective action can be organized. 

They are run by, and for, the community, often through unpaid labor, and rarely if ever 

for profit.  In the Black working-class neighborhoods of post-Katrina New Orleans, the 

dedication to mutual aid has mitigated the effects of political neglect and created 

alternative community resources which are vital to the rebuilding and recovery process.

     In order for mutual aid to develop, people and organizations must be brought together. 

Mack McClendon’s Lower Ninth Ward Village is dedicated to combating persistent 

displacement and disinvestment, and uses community-building and social networking as 

its central techniques.  He provides a free and accessible space for people to gather, read, 

study, use computers, garden and attend events.  When he acquired the site’s property 

after Katrina, a property which he had desired before the storm as a place for his 

collection of antique cars, he asked the neighborhood if they wanted a community 

resource center and abided by their wishes.  In his words, “It’s not me; it’s we.”  He knew 

residents desired to return and needed a central location to access resources and repair 

social ties.  The center’s mural, entitled “Where’s Your Neighbor?” is built upon the 
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assumption of solidarity and mutual aid, holding viewers accountable for the 

displacement of all their community “neighbors.”

     The pooling, sharing and re-distribution of resources are integral components of a 

culture of mutual aid.  Common Ground uses its collection of power tools, construction 

know-how and able-bodied volunteers to provide the community with free rebuilding and 

landscaping labor. They also provide free technology access and legal advice, and as a 

site of mutual aid and community-engagement, serve as a space for collective political 

organizing.  Endesha Juakali envisions the Fight Back! Center as a site for knowledge-

sharing, community empowerment and heightened political consciousness. He plans to 

provide services as a way to organize collective action in the vein of the Black Panther 

Party.  Hao-Peng Liao has been working towards creating an art co-op, where artists can 

share their resources with one another and their knowledge with the community, as a way 

to facilitate artistic endeavors. Ronnie Lewis and Greer Mendy utilize volunteers and see 

their organizations as community centers, both rooting their artistic interests in their 

Lower Ninth Ward upbringings and understanding their work as a form of giving back. 

Greer Mendy allows other artists in the community to use her center as a studio space, 

and both she and Ronnie Lewis host community events.  He knows that the area has 

always faced difficult economic hurdles and that the mutual aid subcultures which he 

helps preserve are integral to the residents’ abilities to cope. 

     Nat Turner’s Our School is another site of mutual aid and knowledge and resource 

sharing, as classes are taught by community members and neighborhood children come to 

learn about agriculture. By running a weekly farmer’s market in the neighborhood, where 

produce is sold cheaply, they are making strides towards combating hunger, malnutrition 
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and obesity by distributing resources to their community, without regard to profit or 

personal gain. Systematic poverty and political violence has not stopped people from 

returning to the area nor created an environment of rampant self-concern and 

competition, but has, rather, created an environment where mutual aid is second nature.

Resistance, Mutual Aid and Urbicide:

      To revisit this chapter’s main point, disenfranchised and displaced residents have 

returned to the still-suffering city against all financial and political odds because the post-

Katrina struggles were intensified but familiar and the area’s history of resistance and 

culture of mutual aid has created a community of resilience. The intensified struggles 

have been met with intensified perseverance, “rope a dopin’,” and the political violence 

and neglect has been met with a dedication to providing the community with alternative 

resources and infrastructures through community-based grassroots organizations “in spite 

of the government.” Because the struggles have not been conceptualized as a product of 

an exceptional disaster, but rather as part of a pre-existing trend, historical and cultural 

understandings have been used in the grassroots, community-based organization network 

and have naturally shaped their responses, as they have been developed over centuries for 

precisely this pursuit of resilience, perseverance and “the battle I won’t win but gonna 

keep fighting,” social justice.  Pre-Katrina embattlement laid the groundwork for 

residential understandings of Katrina, as well as their pursuit of recovery. 

      Chapter Three will engage the project’s third focus, the tools and techniques which 

have been developed and enacted through historically and culturally informed grassroots 

community-based organizations in devastated working class Black neighborhoods to 

rebuild community and resist political violence. First, however, secondary literature will 
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be engaged in Chapter Two to elucidate why Katrina is best contextualized as an 

urbicidal event.  Though supported with secondary literature, this conceptualization of 

Katrina was first communicated to me through my primary research.  The term “urbicide” 

was never used, but the participants’ understanding of Katrina and their current 

circumstance as an instance in a prolonged and violent political assault upon their 

community, and their engagement with issues of displacement, poverty, racism and 

inadequate infrastructure, hallmarks of the urban neglect and renewal cycle with has been 

referred to as “American urbicide,” clearly and undeniably communicated the concept. 

Katrina may have compelled many residents and outsiders to more actively engage these 

issues but they were not a product of the storm itself; the participants are addressing 

urbicide and defending against the death of their home.  Additionally, the culture of 

mutual aid and the history of resistance developed as responses to this urbicidal 

trajectory, which is why they have been so fundamental to post-Katrina organizations.

      New Orleans has not followed the common pattern of post-disaster recovery, because 

the area is not recovering from a simplistic, singular disaster, but rather from a long list of 

disasters and decades of social injustice and urbicide. The participants have proclaimed 

their right to inhabit the city and taken an active role in shaping their communities. They 

have filled in the gaps of infrastructural neglect and political disenfranchisement, 

encouraging other residents to return to the area and resist displacement. Though the 

organizations differ in focus and execution, together they are making their neighborhoods 

sustainable, living and more just, “in spite of the government.” 
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Chapter 2: Secondary Literature

What does it mean to include New Orleans among the list of cities in the global 
atlas of urbicide? It demonstrates that everyday life in New Orleans before 
Katrina was, for many citizens, already marked by violence—a violence that 
confined the majority of the city’s poor and African American citizens to 
neighborhoods of extreme poverty. ..that the injury and destruction wreaked by 
Katrina were not the result of a natural disaster, but rather a disaster that was 
shaped by political decisions and social ideologies…the effects of urban violence 
include not only damaged and destroyed buildings but also social vulnerability to 
hazard, both cultural and natural.5 

     This chapter engages literature on urbicide and Katrina, with a specific interest in 

displacement, social inequality, disinvestment, neoliberalism and unjust urban planning. 

This chapter provides an academic context for the research findings and the solutions 

elaborated in the next chapter.  According to Martin Coward, urbicide targets both the 

infrastructure and experience of the urban, and the principle example of peacetime 

urbicide is America’s urban renewal programs.  Even if top-down urban transformation is 

accepted as an inevitable stage of the modern capitalist city, he tells us “this renewal 

results in a loss that should be both mourned and, if not reversed, atoned for.”6  

Urbicide, Katrina and Displacement:

     Urbicide’s targeting of residential space destroys social networks, heterogeneity, 

memory and culture, and displaces and disperses residents. In this way, urbicide destroys, 

if not life itself, ways of living, and inflicts significant trauma.  In the Katrina event, not 

only did the criminally negligent treatment of vital infrastructure enable the destruction of 

residential areas, but its subsequent forced evacuation and political policies created a 

Katrina diaspora by preventing many residents from returning home. This section 

5 Andrew Herscher, “American Urbicide,” Journal of Architectural Education 60.1 (2006), 18.
6 Martin Coward, “’Urbicide’ Reconsidered,” Theory and Event 10.2 (2007), 
http://muse.jhu.edu/journals/theory_and_event/v010/10.2coward.html.
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elucidates the psychological impact of urbicidal displacement and the ways it is pursued 

politically and targets specific populations.

Urbicide and Displacement:

      Mindy Fullilove, M.D. studied the psycho-social impact of urban renewal and 

displacement on African-Americans, coining the term “root shock,” which she defined as 

“the traumatic stress reaction to the destruction of all or part of one’s emotional 

ecosystem,” to denote the psychological condition which results from displacement. The 

Housing Act of 1949, HUD and HOPE VI bulldozed large urban tracts and demolished 

whole neighborhoods.  Fullilove notes that “social, economic, cultural, political and 

emotional losses” are experienced as a result of urbicide, which she believes has 

negatively impacted contemporary Black America and can be linked to drug addiction, 

incarceration and the ghetto revolts of the 1960s. Her participants recounted mutual aid, 

strong social bonds, and a base for political struggles among the key losses experienced 

with the systematic destruction of Black neighborhoods.  These individual sites of the 

African-American urban archipelago, structurally segregated islands dotting the 

American landscape, had been sources of strength for residents.7  

Katrina and Displacement:

     The place-based nature of mutual aid social networks in Black working-class 

neighborhoods casts the policies perpetuating post-Katrina displacement as particularly 

injurious.  Neighborhoods and housing developments are essential components of 

emotional ecosystems, and the comparative value of these networks leaves them with 

more to lose in the Katrina diaspora than residents from more affluent or suburban parts 

7 Mindy Thompson Fullilove, M.D., Root Shock: How Tearing Up Neighborhoods Hurts America and 
What We Can Do About It, (New York: One World, Ballantine Books, 2005).
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of town. Historian Arnold Hirsch fears the persistent Katrina diaspora will serve the final 

blow to New Orleans Creole culture by erasing shared spatiality, breaking social bonds 

and making the practice of place-based traditions obsolete.8  

        Social justice lawyer Bill Quigley expressed concern for another portion of New 

Orleans’s population endangered by accelerated urbicide. He conceptualizes the closing 

of public schools and housing, firing of government employees, eviction of renters, lack 

of healthcare and corrupt justice system as analogous to a “poor people not allowed to 

return” sign upon the city. The government’s failure to provide essential infrastructure 

can perpetuate displacement, permanently alter the city’s demographic make-up and 

prevent the repairing of social bonds or the perpetuation of cultures. The state’s refusal to 

set up satellite voting for the elections following Katrina was a blatant attempt to 

perpetuate the displacement of low-income residents. The disenfranchisement of 

displaced residents without the means to return to the city resulted in a low turnout for 

many districts, and voter turnout was then used to prioritize rebuilding.9  

      Mike Davis is also critical of the political actions which appear to be designed to 

perpetuate displacement, particularly the displacement of the poor, people of color and 

those of non-Republican leanings-- “undesirable” residents. Beyond the issues addressed 

by Quigley, he describes the awarding of FEMA contracts to out-of-state firms, the 

suspension of affirmative-action hiring policies and bureaucratic barriers in the returning 

process as a concerted effort to pursue gentrification and urbicide. Those in power 

perpetuating displacement understand that they can reap benefits beyond the voting booth 

8 Arnold R. Hirsch, “Fade to Black:  Hurricane Katrina and the Disappearance of Creole New Orleans,” in 

Journal of American History 94.3 (2007), 752-761.
9 Bill Quigley, Storms Still Raging: Katrina, New Orleans and Social Justice (BookSurge Publishing, 
2008),  17; 54-5.
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for their pursuit of class- and race-targeted urbicide, as sustained large-scale displacement 

eases the process of developing large urban tracts. Persistent displacement, structural 

damage and federal funding are the perfect storm for urban renewal. 10  

       Residents who had suffered decades of “urban renewal, slum clearance, 

discriminatory homeownership programs, segregated public housing, suburbanization 

and gentrification,” had old urbicidal wounds reawakened by both the hurricane and the 

policies and proposals aimed at sweeping top-down urban redevelopment during the 

aftermath.  Their traumatic experiences of urbicide and displacement have informed their 

critiques of the rebuilding process and interpretations of the persistent diaspora, as 

elaborated by Rachel Breunlin and Helen Regis:

Skepticism over current debates about reducing the urban footprint, reintroducing 
wetlands …or building mixed income housing …is informed by a mindfulness of 
long histories of urban renewal and interstate highway and park construction, 
which caused … devastation in mostly black residential neighborhoods.11 

Along with thousands of Black neighborhoods, urbicidal planning policies have 

demolished the trust between Black communities and urban planners. Shana Griffin, who 

refers to urban renewal as an aspect of “population control policies of assimilation and 

displacement,” elaborated o the current distrust during a post-Katrina interview: 

[The federal government] abandoned its commitment to providing safe, sanitary, 
and decent housing to low-income communities through the massive demolition 

10 Elizabeth Fussell, “Constructing New Orleans, Constructing Race: A Population History of New 

Orleans,” in  Journal of American History 94.3 (2007), 846-855; Mike Davis, “Gentrifying Disaster” 
October, 24th 2005, http://motherjones.com/politics/2005/10/gentrifying-disaster.
11 Rachel Breunlin and Helen A. Regis, “Putting the Ninth Ward on the Map: Race, Place, and 
Transformation in Desire, New Orleans,” in American Anthropologist 108.4 (2006), 744.
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of housing developments under HOPE IV, the eradication of ‘one for one’ 
replacement policies, and … the  privatized Section 8 voucher system.12  

These past experiences have been largely ignored and left unaddressed by planners, and 

the post-Katrina combination of displacement, demolished Black neighborhoods and top-

down urban planning, has rooted the event in a prolonged and unjust urban trajectory.

     The root shock of displaced residents, New Urbanist proposals, the demolition of 

public housing, doubtful assertions by officials that the changes will be an improvement 

for black residents, and the community’s collective memory, all tie post-Katrina 

“rebuilding” to urban renewal and the urbicide trajectory.

New Urbicide:

      Displacement inspired proposals for sweeping urban projects, many of which were 

informed, or veiled, by New Urbanism.  There is a popularly acknowledged disparity 

between New Urbanist claims and their execution, and they have a tendency to produce 

overpriced “nostalgic simulacrums of traditional urban villages.”13 Critics recalling the 

history of urbicidal planning and Black residential displacement assert that there is 

essentially nothing “new” about New Urbanism, it is just another form of urbicide 

targeted at Black and working-class neighborhoods.

     At the center of these New Urbanism debates is the struggle over public housing. 

New Urbanism fits perfectly with the government’s desire to perpetuate the displacement 

of poor residents of color, as their dedication to mixed-income housing, often code for 

“less black,” means more profit, more tourist appeal, and fewer low-income units, which 

12 Shana Griffin and Clyde Woods, “The Politics of Reproductive Violence: An Interview with Shana 
Griffin by Clyde Woods, March 12, 2009,”in  American Quarterly  61. 3(2009), 589.
13 Griffin, “The Politics of Reproductive Violence,” 590; Catherine Michna, “A New New Urbanism for a 
New New Orleans,” in American Quarterly 58.4, (2006), 1207-8.
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Mike Davis calls “ethnic cleansing.”  The older projects in the city are located on 

desirable land and had been pursued by developers for years preceding the storm, and 

Katrina presented a perfectly exploitable opportunity to them. After the city government 

forcibly evacuated residents and dispersed them across the nation, all public housing was 

promptly closed, the majority of which would never re-open. Amid much public protest, 

city council agreed, behind closed doors, to demolish several developments. Even HANO 

knew that repairing and maintaining the largely historic, minimally-damaged brick 

buildings would be much cheaper than demolishing and rebuilding, but then, the city 

would have had available homes for displaced poor people and perpetuating displacement 

would have been much more difficult. New Urbanist plans were perfect for the project, 

because the city could call them “mixed-income” and exalt the benefits of “de-

concentrated poverty,” but without a one-for-one stipulation, very few affordable units 

had to actually be rebuilt.

Thanks to New Urbanists, the St. Thomas Project lost all but 60 of its 1600 low-income 

units and now includes a tax-subsidized Wal-Mart.14 

Urbicide, Katrina and Inequality:

Black and white citizens are treated differently in the urban south; the 
criminalization of poverty does have life and death consequences; and most 
people do not know how many people live under these dangerous circumstances 
every day. The aftermath of this hurricane lays bare the fact that urban poverty 
has consequences that we do not face as a country, and that this kills, slowly or 
quickly, thousands of people every day.15

14 Bill Quigley, Storms Still Raging: 67; Mike Davis, “The Struggle Over the Future of New Orleans,” 
published  September 21st, 2005, accessed February 3rd, 2011, http://www.zcommunications.org/the-
struggle-over-the-future-of-new-orleans-by-mike-davis.pdf, 8.
15Sarah Kaufman,“The Criminalization of New Orleanians in Katrina’s Wake,” June 11th, 2006, 

http://understandingkatrina.ssrc.org/Kaufman/.
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     Race and class are fundamentally intertwined with one another, as well as intertwined 

with the urbicidal trajectory.  People of color are the primary residents of the urban 

sphere, often reside in the most environmentally and technologically hazardous areas, and 

throughout the nation, Black communities continue to be the most vulnerable to 

“renewal” or “rebuilding” projects which destroy shared spatiality, social bonds and 

effectually ways of living and life itself. The disproportionate poverty of African-

Americans is rooted in centuries of political oppression, and the policies of neglect, 

disinvestment and privileging property over people are rooted in a history of segregation, 

the racialization of space and the production of cultural and social structures which make 

them seem natural and inevitable.

     Jeffrey S. Lowe and Todd C. Shaw denaturalize the “racial regimes” which have 

impacted Katrina recovery, intensified inequality and laid the groundwork for urbicide 

throughout the entire Gulf Coast.  The neoliberal governance of these deep-South states 

shapes the life opportunities for residents in ways which maintain unequal and unjust 

race, class and gender hierarchies, a situation  rooted in slavery and non-union, low-wage 

work, which after Katrina,  gained federal funding and  “further reinforced an existing 

political economy, strengthening a legacy of class and racial agendas.” 

     Similarly, Jordan T. Camp identifies “neoliberal racial regimes,” partially described as 

“a predictable pattern of criminalizing the racialized poor because of roles played by 

privatization and the warfare racial state,” which is intertwined with urbicide’s targeting 

of vulnerable populations and was reflected and accelerated throughout the Katrina event. 

Historian Clyde Woods says that Katrina “revealed ongoing racial projects” and a 

decades-long march against the New Deal and towards neoliberalism.  He roots the 

34



construction of poverty in the denial of historic claims for the redistribution of political 

and economic power to African-Americans and centuries of political decision-making 

which neglect, endanger and render disposable black communities. 16

       Katrina revealed the “long-term effects of weakened government capacity and its 

core functions of providing aid, services, and jobs to impoverished urban communities,” 

an urbicidal trend, which according to Strolovitch, Warren and Frymer, is  historically 

rooted in racism.  For Saladin Muhammad, the government’s neglect of poor Blacks but 

protection of business during Katrina was a violation of human rights and a crime against 

humanity, and confirms the racist nature of the American capitalist system and the 

political valuing of profit over Black life. Alecia Long adds that during the aftermath, the 

biggest “crime” poor Black residents were guilty of was “making themselves so damn 

visible” and  revealing urban reality, speaking truth to power in the face of politicians 

espousing lies about the benefits of neoliberal governance. 17   

Urbicide, Disinvestment and Neoliberalism:

      As the previous section revealed, neoliberalism is related to and perpetuates race and 

class inequality, and therefore diminishes the potential for resisting urbicide and other 

forms of political violence.  Urban disinvestment is a form of urban violence, a premise 

made clear when New Orleans’s neglected levees broke and drowned the city for days. 

16 Jeffrey S.Lowe and Todd C. Shaw, “After Katrina: Racial regimes and Human Development Barriers in 
the Gulf Coast Region,” in American Quarterly 61.3 (2009), 822; Jordan T. Camp, “We Know This Place: 
Neoliberal Racial Regimes and the Katrina Circumstance,”  in American Quarterly 61.3 (2009), 694; Clyde 
Woods, “Do You Know What It Means to Miss New Orleans?: Katrina, Trap Economics and the Rebirth of 
the Blues,” in American Quarterly 57.4 (2005), 1007.
17 Saladin Muhammad, “Hurricane Katrina: The Black Nation’s 9/11! Strategic Perspectives for Self-

Determination,” in Synthesis/Regeneration 39 (2006); Dara Strolovitch, Dorian Warren and Paul Frymer. 
“Katrina’s Political Roots and Divisions: Race, Class and Federalism in American Politics.” 
http://understandingkatrina.ssrc.org/FrymerStrolovitchWarren/; Alecia P. Long, “Poverty is the New 
Prostitution: Race, Poverty and Public Housing in Post-Katrina New Orleans,” in The Journal of American 
History  94.3(2007), 795-803.
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The valuing of property over people is the root cause of the destruction of the wetlands, 

the traditional hurricane buffer, by profit-hungry developers.  The inadequacy of the 

drainage and levee system is rooted in the systematic disinvestment of urban 

infrastructure. The unsafe housing and lack of transportation of many residents which 

prevented their evacuation or ability to “ride out the storm,” is rooted in the privatization 

of the public sector and lax enforcement of fair housing laws.  Neo-liberalism reduces the 

government’s ability to respond to social problems-- cutting taxes while children starve, 

keeping medical care economically inaccessible to many and allowing residential 

neighborhoods to become increasingly vulnerable to hazards--  effectively determining 

who can live or die.18

       After Katrina, President Bush enabled disaster profiteering and forcefully 

implemented free-market fundamentals, structurally incorporating neoliberalism into the 

rebuilding process, though these structures replicate the “exact actions, values and 

practices that made the hurricane so disastrous in the first place.” Neoliberal approaches 

have made post-disaster cities “laboratories for entrepreneurial city and state 

governments seeking to use post-disaster rebuilding as an opportunity to push through 

far-reaching neoliberal policy reforms.”  However, economic inequalities are exacerbated 

rather than remedies when corporation are allowed to use public resources for profit, and 

neoliberal policies are neither coherent nor sustainable, and in fact intensify the most 

pressing urban dilemmas.  For example, economic development grants have been 

disproportionally awarded to businesses and individuals with the most pre-existing social 

and economic capital, reinforcing structural urban inequalities and minimally benefitting 

18 Henry A. Giroux, “Reading Hurricane Katrina: Race, Class and the Biopolitics of Disposability,” in 
College Literature 33.3 (2006): 171-196.
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the middle and working classes who are most in need of public assistance,  while private 

sector subsidies for disaster aid, rather than leading to more just and sustainable urban 

design, remove the public and democratic oversight of federal funds and “perpetuates the 

social problems of inter-urban competition and uneven spatial development.” 19  

       According to George Lipsitz, the backlash to the Civil Rights Movement created a 

“social warrant for a competitive consumer citizenship,” which compels the well-off to 

hoard resources, displace costs onto those less powerful and privilege accumulation and 

competitive consumption. Economic insecurity and social tensions are promoted while 

public resources are drained for private profit, increasing the wealth and power of the 

wealthy and powerful. Tension between the urban and suburban pits governments against 

one another and is made clear in political debates over resources. “The question of who 

deserves the public’s money is no less than a question of who deserves the public’s 

empathy.” People then petition for fiscal conservativism, spending on services they use 

directly and defunding those which serve others, benefitting them twice over by 

improving their own capital and devaluing that of others, perpetuating the privileging of 

suburbia over urban centers and “white competitive and comparative advantage.”20 

19 George Lipsitz, “Learning From New Orleans: The Social Warrant of Hostile Privatism and Competitive 
Consumer Citizenship,” in Cultural Anthropology 21.3 (2006), 452-3.
20 Lipsitz, “Learning From New Orleans.”
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Chapter 3: Articulating and Resisting Urbicide: New Orleans’s Grassroots Black 
Community-Based Organizations

Figure Seven: An oft-seen sign in the Lower Ninth Ward.

     Barbara Eckstein and James A. Throgmorton’s  Story and Sustainability: Planning,  

Practice and Possibility for American Cities insists that in order to make their work 

successful, just and sustainable, urban planners need to engage and listen to residents, and 

value their lived-experiences of place. This is the exact opposite of what took place in 

New Orleans after Katrina.  Many residents were marginalized from the process through 

displacement, but others were more forcibly silenced by police batons and TASERS 

during city council meetings. Their insights and experiences were considered irrelevant, 

if considered at all.  This top-down, closed-door planning process created structures 

which are problematic, inadequate and heavily criticized. Closed-door city council 
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meetings, voter disenfranchisement and systematically-sustained displacement created an 

environment where residential involvement in rebuilding plans was lacking, which 

intensified urbicide as the new city structures in no way reflect the residents, cultures or 

lived-experience of the city. The antagonism between  residents and planners halted or 

slowed many projects, and the political marginalization encouraged many to turn to 

grassroots activism and community organizing as a venue through which they can assert 

their needs, agency and rights, and play a role in the shaping of their communities.  

     Resident-led activism and organizations are an important contribution, both 

intellectually and practically, to discussions of equitable, sustainable and just urban 

structures, from the perspectives of those most impacted by urbicidal political violence. 

This chapter will elucidates these perspectives.  First, the key urbicidal issues addressed 

by participants and their organizations are related -- race, economics and displacement-- 

those which were addressed in the secondary literature.  Then, the participants’ methods 

for coping with, resisting and solving those problems will be engaged, followed by 

articulations of the broad keys to resilience—attracting allies, mutual aid and sustained 

collective resistance.

Issue #1: Race

     The interviews addressed the issue of race, but much less often than the secondary 

literature had led me to expect. I was uncomfortable pushing the topic without the 

participant addressing it, and suspect that my white racial status, and the non-white status 

participants, may be a reason for this discrepancy.  It may also be due to post-Katrina 

shifts in racial paradigms a result of the influx of post-Katrina white volunteers, as 
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Endesha Juakali explicated during his 2008 talk at New College. For more on race, see 

Appendices One and Two.

Racism

     During his interview, Malik Rahim discussed his shifting racial focus following 

Katrina. Though he had been involved in environmentalism for decades, the Katrina 

event and his position at the head of Common Ground Collective revealed the extent of 

the globe’s environmental crisis and shifted his focus away from environmental racism. 

His previous environmental work had been carried out under a specific understanding 

that environmental injustices predominately impact communities of color, but Katrina 

showed him that environmental degradation is life-threatening for all people, regardless 

of race.  Malik Rahim did not abandon racial conceptions, and described communities of 

color as the “miner’s canary” for environmental problems, as they are the most quickly, 

directly and drastically impacted, but his focus has shifted to broader problems of 

wetlands deterioration and global warming.

     During his interview, Endesha Juakali explicitly addressed race, though he did so 

through an economic and political power framework.  He stated that the “major change 

Katrina brought was the reinstitution of the political advantage to whites.”  Throughout 

his activism career, he had observed some small positive changes, such as an increased 

Black presence in the political sphere, but said the city had maintained its “neocolonial 

power structure where blacks hold some visual power but whites the real power.” Katrina 

stripped away even these vestiges, decreased the city’s Black population, intensified the 

racialized nature of its socio-economic stratification and further marginalized the Black 
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community from the political sphere.  Though his activism for public housing was not 

explicitly racialized during the interview, it is implicitly a fight for Black housing.

     The preservation and facilitation of Black art and artistry, as in Greer Mendy’s 

Tekrema Center and Ronnie Lewis’s House of Dance and Feathers, implicitly addresses 

and resists the marginalization of Black culture. Greer Mendy explained that while she 

was a public school student taking part in the “cultural enrichment” programs which 

began after desegregation, there was only minimal exposure to non-European art and 

little appreciation for the artistic heritage of Black students and people of color.  She 

lamented the contemporary artistic “dummying down” taking place through the Lower 

Ninth Ward’s top-down arts designation program, and though she did not explicitly 

mention race, it was implied that she takes offense with this racial denigration through 

lowered expectations.  She addressed a form of veiled racism by asserting that the 

proposals being made for the neighborhood’s art community, and the mediums which 

have been considered “art,” would not happen in other places.  As a working-class, 

majority Black neighborhood, the Lower Ninth Ward is not held to same artistic 

standards as neighborhoods with different demographics.  She insists that the community 

has “high-caliber” art and is capable of continuing to produce it.  She made the critique 

that anything produced by Black residents of the Lower Ninth Ward will be exalted as 

art, which does an equally damaging cultural disservice as marginalization.

     Similarly, Mack McClendon’s identification of “exploitation,” specifically contractor 

fraud and disaster tourism, as one the biggest problems in the post-Katrina Lower Ninth 

Ward, is another implicit critique of veiled racism.  Many outside contractors came to 

New Orleans after Katrina because the work was plentiful, especially with so many local 
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businesses destroyed and local laborers displaced. It was quickly discovered that the 

trauma-stricken residents, namely the poor, the Black and the elderly, with their 

statistically lower levels of literacy or higher education and profound sense of grief and 

deep desire to return to their homes, were ripe for fraud. Homes were built inadequately, 

partially or not at all, and the residents’ hard-won Road Home money was stolen with 

little recourse.21  The residents most vulnerable to Katrina once again had their 

vulnerabilities exploited for another’s economic gain.  In reference to disaster tourism, 

Mack McClendon said that the tour buses which roll through the neighborhood are 

“treating us like a sideshow,” and doing nothing but profiting from the hardship of 

residents (Appendix Four).  “There’s a lot of money on tour buses.  They could bring a 

family home, but they’re not even thinking about that.” The tour buses are dehumanizing 

and humiliating, and certainly recall other historical forms of exploitive racial 

entertainment for distanced, wealthier and white patrons.

Racial Resilience: Resisting and Combating Racism

       Collectively, the organizations are working towards racial uplift and resilience 

through mutual aid, solidarity and resistance to racial oppression.  They are focused upon 

providing alternative infrastructure which is accessible to the Black community, unlike 

political structures, and shape them to fit the long-term goals and immediate necessities 

of the community.  Endesha Juakali’s Fight Back! Center is intended to empower the 

community and help them recapture and increase economic and political power. Mack 

McClendon’s Lower Ninth Ward Village helps residents share information about 

fraudulent contractors and find reputable companies to employ. Hopefully, his “Where’s 

21 National Consumer Law Center, Avoiding Home Repair Fraud: Lessons from Hurricane Katrina, 
published November, 2008, accessed January 15th, 2011.
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Your Neighbor?” mural will encourage disaster tourists to become involved in the area’s 

rebuilding and give them a clear and accessible way to do so.  In an effort to facilitate the 

cultivation of “high-caliber” multi-cultural art, Greer Mendy allows other artists to use 

the Tekrema Center’s space as their studio and provides the community with free events 

and art classes priced on a sliding scale or in exchange for volunteer assistance.  Her 

decision to open Tekrema in the Lower Ninth Ward was “a way of giving back,” since 

her own artistic appreciation was spurred while she was growing up in the neighborhood. 

She provides African dance classes and holds shows for artists of color, as a way to 

combat their mainstream marginalization.

      Ronnie Lewis said the historically-rooted racial barriers in the city are slowing 

withering, and that his museum has played a specific, and special, role.  

We been livin’ in such a separate city for so long, those old blue bloods still 
thinkin’ we on a plantation and then to have their kids and grandkids sit down in 
the House of Dance and Feathers and hear my story …and they go back home and 
tell others about their experience in the Lower Ninth Ward…it’s special, very 
special. 

He believes his museum “opened that door for rest of the world to say ‘they got a 

museum in the Lower Ninth Ward?!’ and outta curiosity they come and see.”  The 

existence of his museum is undeniable proof that working-class Black neighborhoods are 

not cultural wastelands, but rather have many vibrant ,centuries-old subcultures which 

produce aesthetically astounding art and have a rich and powerful cultural history.

Issue #2: Economics

Poverty and Disinvestment

     Several interviewees pointed to the area’s pre-existing and persistent poverty as a key 

hurdle in the rebuilding process, but often accompanied this notion with an assertion of 
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the community’s resilience. The organizations have responded to the consequences of 

infrastructural neglect, creating an alternative mutual aid network to address the 

community’s needs outside of government funding and maintenance.  Hao-Peng returned 

to New Orleans after Katrina because he wanted to have a hand in shaping the rebuilding 

of arts infrastructure, since he knew it was increasingly endangered by the political 

policies which had been enacted, and Nat Turner was drawn to the area as a trained 

educator who knew the city’s school system was failing the community’s youth. 

      All of the participants and their organizations in some way addressed infrastructural 

neglect and disinvestment, and the city’s public schools, critiqued by every participant, 

were the most frequently mentioned specific instance. New Orleans’ school system had 

been one of the nation’s worst before Katrina and by many accounts has only degraded. 

The state of a city’s public schools reveals much about its urbicidal progression; schools 

are both heavily impacted by disinvestment and perpetuate urbicide. Residents with 

economic means often move their children to private schools or neighborhoods with 

better public schools, which traps poorer children in a downward cycle of inadequate 

education, reduced opportunities for mobility and an increased risk of poverty and 

incarceration.  Education is of the utmost importance, but the New Orleans public school 

system is, and has been for decades, inadequate, and is failing the city’s children.22

     Mack McClendon told me that “education is the only thing that’s gonna get us out of 

this,” the key to long-term community improvement. He brought up the “pipeline to 

penitentiary” and noted that while prisons are much more expensive than schools, they 

22Institute on Race and Poverty, at the University of Minnesota Law School, “The State of Public Schools 

in Post‐Katrina New Orleans: The Challenge of Creating  Equal Opportunity,” published May 15th, 2010, 
accessed January 15th, 2011.
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could be all but eliminated with a proper education system.23   And yet, only one of the 

Lower Ninth Ward’s three pre-Katrina schools has been rebuilt, which he credits solely to 

those residents and allies who illegally gutted it and risked arrest, compelling the 

government to begin construction. “Had we not done that, we may not even have that 

school.”  

      Nat Turner “decided to move here permanently to work with young people who 

weren’t finding success in the traditional education system.” His work in New Orleans 

has been cut out for him, and has made him infuriated and indignant over the city’s 

public schools.  Resources and opportunities, ones which as a teacher in New York City 

he had taken for granted like science labs and computers, are absent. He is critical of the 

charter system and the emphasis on high stakes testing, which he believes is “perverting 

education by not teaching young people to do a wide range of things, like developing new 

skill sets, working together, sitting down and talking, and coming to a consensus.”  

      Hao-Peng Liao, who has worked in New Orleans public schools, also problematized 

the focus on test scores which he tied to the cutting of enrichment funding.  He also 

brought it to my attention that the Recovery School District refers to “recovery from 

corruption, not Katrina.” He elaborated: 

Contrary to rhetoric, the recovery school district was not in fact put in place 
because of Katrina. It was started before Katrina, when the municipal school 
board was emasculated by the state and taken over around the end of 2004.  They 
left only a symbolic school board and reduced it down to a handful of schools. 
Luckily for the state, Katrina gave them a new slate and wiped things out.  

23 Ellen Tuzzolo and Damon T. Hewitt, “Rebuilding Inequity: The Re-Emergence of the School-to-Prison 

Pipeline in New Orleans,” in The High School Journal 90.2 (2006): 59-68.
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     Public schools are certainly not the only site of infrastructural neglect problematized 

by participants and their organizations. Malik Rahim and Endesha Juakali emphasized the 

neglect of levees, security, the environment and housing, which had also preceded 

Katrina and not improved.  The sheer volume of organizations in the city, the highest in 

the nation outside of Washington D.C. according to Hao-Peng, affirms the drastic need in 

the area and government disinvestment.  The breadth of issues being addressed by 

community organizations, something I became attuned to through non-profit networking, 

participant-research and observations in the city, also speaks to the variety of needs and 

the extend of political neglect.

      All of the participants addressed economic concerns during their interviews.  When 

asked the question “What do you consider to be the biggest hurdle in the rebuilding 

process?,” Greer Mendy said “funding,” Hao-Peng Liao responded with “the lack of 

adequate resources and infrastructure,” Ronnie Lewis cited “financial resources” and 

Endesha Juakali replied “economics.”  For Ronnie Lewis, finances have always been an 

issue, but the community copes “by doing the things we do culturally, our therapy,” in 

reference to working-class Black subcultures. However, he also noted that the 

neighborhood infrastructure took a serious blow during Katrina and has yet to be fully 

rebuilt. Residents are “goin’ through the struggle of just bein’ able to get the 

infrastructure you need. Something you had before Katrina, you have to beg for now.”

     Endesha Juakali, Nat Turner and Hao-Peng Liao problematized the economic system 

during their interviews.  Hao-Peng Liao said that only systemic change will truly bring 

improvement, because even with so many people working hard to “shore up funds,” 

copious needs and inadequacies remain. Endesha Juakali, recognizing that economic 
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issues pre-dating Katrina have only gotten worse, explained that since Katrina, “white 

economic elites” have consider the city to be a “clean slate” and “social laboratory” with 

which they can use and exploit as they best see fit. He believes there is a concerted effort 

to rid the city of the poor through persistent displacement, political marginalization and 

inadequate infrastructure, as “it will be hard to gentrify New Orleans by race, so what 

they’re doin’ is by class.” People with money have returned more quickly and in greater 

numbers, and have been able to play a much larger role in the planning and rebuilding 

process. Nat Turner lamented that “there isn’t the tax base and no one cares what’s goin’ 

on.” Absent in the Lower Ninth Ward, the nearby parish is experiencing “massive 

economic development.” He cited Barbara Ehrenreich’s Nickled and Dimed: On (Not)  

Getting By In America, and said: “We know what’s goin’ on, it’s not a secret. They’re 

doing things that are driving people down.” Unlike Endesha Juakali or Ronnie Lewis, Nat 

ties the area’s economic troubles to the corporate capitalist system and a lack of local and 

sustainable economic development rather than to an ineffective and unjust government.

     The inadequate rebuilding of infrastructure and prevalence of economic hardship 

plagues the city’s residents, and has prevented many others from returning.  According to 

Mack McClendon, the lack of  adequate “infrastructure, grocery stores, buses and 

hospitals” has kept away many displaced elderly residents, the majority population in the 

Lower Ninth Ward before Katrina who now only make up 5%. He also estimated that 35-

40% of the persistent residential displacement can be attributed to the failing school 

system, as it is all but unimaginable that a displaced family with school-aged children 

would choose to return to New Orleans if they had been evacuated to a city with a better 

education system, that is to say, if they had been evacuated at all.  
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Economic Resilience: Alternative Infrastructure 

     Though the participants had no difficulty recalling the hardships being faced,  they 

were able to communicate a belief in the community’s resilience, creativity, power and 

perseverance with an equal, if not greater, degree of ease and conviction. When I asked 

what he thought was the community’s greatest strength, Ronnie Lewis replied: “the only 

strength is the spirit of the people.” He said he knows that the community’s spirit is 

strong, as he has “seen people building in the wilderness, reclaiming their life and land.” 

Similarly, Mack McClendon said he has realized “you can’t wait for the cavalry that 

won’t come, have to become the cavalry,” a task which he has taken upon himself since 

Katrina.  Malik Rahim responded to the question with “our people, people like you,” 

while Nat Turner said the greatest strength in the Lower Ninth Ward is the “same 

strength as everywhere else, kids… youth power, what young people can do.”  When I 

asked Endesha Juakali what could help bring back displaced residents, he insisted that 

they will inevitably do so “by hook or by crook” because “they gotta come back, gotta 

find a way.” He admits that for much of the displaced population it is “economically 

more feasible to not come home,” but insists that they will “bring themselves home in 

spite of” these difficulties.  

     Participants not only believe in the possibility of resilience, but are themselves a 

demonstration of it. For some, this experience of perseverance despite catastrophic 

Katrina odds has been empowering and inspiring.  Katrina allowed Malik Rahim to see 

“the greatness of America,” learning through Common Ground, “what we can 

accomplish in spite of our government.”

Starting from that meager existence, we served half a million people.  We got no 
recognition but we know, and the people know.  If it weren’t for that little rag tag 
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organization, what woulda happened to the city? What woulda happened if 
individuals hadn’t came here and been exposed to the injustices that were inflicted 
in the aftermath of Katrina? If we wouldn’t have established that environmental 
component? If we hadn’t started wetlands restoration? What woulda happened if 
we hadn’t been talkin about how to rebuild in a just way?

      Participants and their organizations have been inspired by the ability of people to 

work together and achieve in spite of great odds, and they are full of ideas about how the 

effects of poverty and disinvestment can be combated from the ground.  Few of the 

organizations had any fees related to their services, choosing to become non-profit 

certified and rely on volunteer labor, donations and grants.  They believe in the “power of 

people helping people,” as Mack McClendon said.  He has set up a library at The Lower 

Ninth Ward Village from book donations. For the stressed adults in the area, he provides 

“grown folks night out” events, opportunities for them to relax and “put their problems 

aside for a couple hours.”  He hopes to be able to offer a computer literacy course in the 

future as a way to help residents navigate government bureaucracy, through which they 

can receive a used computer upon completion. 

     Many participants are involved with education, as both its importance and the failing 

public system are undeniable. Mack McClendon has started a tutoring program,  adopted 

a park and plans to start a garden program so children can learn to grow their own food. 

Hao-Peng has found that arts-integration education, the tying of art to core subjects, can 

recapture waning funding for the arts.  Nat Turner has created an alternative school to 

meet the needs of students who are unsatisfied with or excluded from the public school 

system, and described his program as “educative work, experiential learning and service 

learning,” with a focus on sustainability and environmental justice.  His school provides 

classes, but also does “urban farming and local food sourcing, the growing of food in the 
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neighborhood, encouraging others to grow food, working with kids, cooking food, 

serving food, selling food,” to enhance and complete the learning experience and improve 

the community as a whole. He has found that in New Orleans public schools, “kids are 

not learning how to figure out solutions with others,” so he emphasizes talking and 

listening skills and holds “community meetings with all affiliates to “talk about problems 

and figure out responsible solutions together.” He has also garnered grants to bring 

hundreds of kids and college students from around the nation to work and learn at his 

school and micro-farm .

     Beyond his work in education and food justice, Nat Turner is also combating the 

economic effects of infrastructural neglect and political disinvestment by bringing more 

money into the community and creating his own private partnerships. He believes 

keeping money in the community and making money in the community is vitally 

important.  He provides the students with a way to make money and learn marketable 

skills, and  hopes to in the future “reopen the grocery store [in which the school is 

housed] as a job program,” similar to their Sunday market but open every day. He is 

creating “cross sector partnerships and mutually beneficial relationships” between his 

farm and the city’s businesses and restaurants, making his students and organization 

“important to Emeril and important to the people who eat at his restaurant.”  Nat Turner 

wants to make people “realize that there’s a positive thing goin’ on in this neighborhood, 

that it’s important, make people want to put their name on it and money behind it.”  

Issue #3: Urbicidal Planning

      The perspectives of the participants and their grassroots community-based 

organizations are responses to the on-going urbicidal Katrina circumstances and have 

50



been shaped by a history of resistance and culture of mutual aid.  Racial oppression, 

poverty, displacement and neglected infrastructure, the issues they address, are also the 

hallmarks America’s form of urbicide.  The political policies which have been enacted 

since Katrina have neither facilitated justice nor enabled equality, and the “rebuilding” 

process, more destructive than productive or constructive, has marginalized, displaced 

and disenfranchised, obliterating heterogeneity and democracy rather than celebrating 

them as the essences of urban vibrancy and life. The torches for social justice, all but 

smothered by the exploitive pursuits of personal profit and power, were fanned and 

fueled by participants and now serve as beacons of hope, not only for their fellow 

residents, but for all survivors and defiers of urbicide.

“Where’s Your Neighbor?:”Urbicide and the Katrina Diaspora

       During the interviews, the word “urbicide” was never used, but forced displacement 

and the structural difficulties facing poor Black residents desiring to return home was 

consistently communicated and problematized.  In many sections of New Orleans, the 

sense of emptiness left by the persistent Katrina diaspora is undeniable.  The current 

residential political exclusion and marginalization, structural poverty and inadequate 

infrastructure, which is barring many displaced residents from returning and preventing 

others who have returned to fully rebuild and recover their lives, though pre-dating 

Katrina have evolved since.  Participant engagement with the history of their community 

and the history of urbicide’s targeting of working-class Black residents, and their use of 

both temporal and geographic comparisons to elucidate the Katrina circumstance, helps 

describe the problems being confronted.

      As a lifelong resident of the Lower Ninth Ward, Ronnie Lewis was able to provide a 

comparison between the rebuilding process after Hurricane Betsy, which made landfall in 
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1965 and flooded the Lower Ninth Ward after the levees failed, and the current Katrina 

circumstance.  He pointed to the current comparative lack of re-population as a key 

hurdle in the rebuilding process, as widespread displacement disabled the networks of 

mutual aid which had been fundamental to the rebuilding in 1965.  “Betsy was 

devastating. We lost everything…But people were able to come together and help each 

other.  This time it was the opposite. People weren’t here and are still not here.”  The 

persistent displacement and its destruction of social networks is described as a sort of 

self-perpetuating cycle; with few residents back in the neighborhood, there are few 

people who can help others trying to return.  He elaborated that the current displacement 

is due to structural and bureaucratic barriers rather than the choices and preferences of 

residents. “The bottom line is money and resources.  Without the jumping through hoops, 

you’d see housing springing up everywhere, a mad rush to return. It would have a ripple 

effect.”

      This “ripple effect” is one of the intended consequences of Mack McClendon’s 

Where’s Your Neighbor? project.  He hopes that residents who have returned, and allies, 

can help bring families back, families who can then help others return. He too believes 

that residents of the Lower Ninth Ward would like to return home, but are held back by 

systematic barriers and a lack of structural resources and support. 

The Lower Ninth Ward had more homeowners than the rest of Louisiana, but they 
were treated like they broke the levees. They’ve been in these houses for fifty to 
sixty years; of course they want to come back. They would take less than had pre-
Katrina to be back.

 However, “most people can’t make it back,” though they have the “world right to return 

after disaster” and “deserve the right to be home.” Mack McClendon asked: what 

happened to these peoples’ rights?  
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     This “world right to return after disaster” that is referred to by Mack McClendon is a 

from the United Nations’ Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, a document many 

post-Katrina activist groups have latched onto as a way to articulate their needs and 

experiences, which says that people displaced through no fault of their own have the right 

to return home and to expect their government to help them do so.  The UN may consider 

this to be a human right, but the America legal system is not bound by the UN and does 

not articulate a corollary as an American right. Neither the federal government nor the 

city government of New Orleans has legal duty to maintain this human right for their 

citizens. For precisely this reason, Endesha Juakali made the statement: “It’s easier to 

make a case to the UN than to the city council of New Orleans.” 

     For him, the forced and persistent displacement is rooted in both politics and 

economics.  Before Katrina, there was at least a semblance of Black political and 

economic power, though it veiled the de facto regime of white supremacy.  But the storm 

“took away the vestiges of Black power” and “weakened the Black community.” After 

the hurricane passed, demographic changes rooted in the pre-Katrina racially stratified 

socio-economic system were ushered in, as “people with money,” often code for people 

who are white, were able to return more quickly and in greater numbers. Wealthy, white 

early-returners were able to “plant their flag and make decisions,” while the sustained 

displacement of poor Blacks “excluded a quarter or more” from the city’s planning and 

political processes. The economically-driven and racially unequal returning process 

“gave those with power the power to remake the city,” intensifying pre-existing socio-

economic inequality.  This intensification is not without benefactors and historical roots, 

and is more than a simple product of economics. “The state has always hated New 
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Orleans and the Republican administration is trying to re-do New Orleans…move New 

Orleans to the Right and remove the native.”

“Roots Run Deep Here:” Sustaining and Enacting Historically-Rooted 
Resistance

     Residents have found ways to mitigate the effects of forced displacement and resist 

the barriers in the returning process and other factors of the urbicide trajectory.  The 

struggle is not new.  In the words of Endesha Juakali: “people have been trying to change 

New Orleans for 300 years…but we endure.”  The importance of the pre-Katrina 

knowledge and experiences of older, working-class Black residents cannot be overstated, 

as they have been able to sustain and accelerate their resistance, historically contextualize 

the event and utilize the skills they have been honing for decades.  The resistance 

embedded within the working class Black neighborhoods is just as historically rooted, 

and perhaps accelerated, as the urbicide trajectory.

     Several of the organizations are interested in helping residents return from 

displacement.  Before Katrina, the city issued a mandatory evacuation which many 

residents did not or could not heed.  After the storm passed and the city laid under water, 

residents were removed and put on planes and buses to be dispersed around the nation. 

Public housing was closed and the Lower Ninth Ward did not re-open for months.  Mack 

McClendon’s mural is intended describe this displacement and the reasons it is persisting, 

and present allies with a way to channel their aid.  Common Ground provides 

construction labor and enables collective action which presses the government to repair 

necessary infrastructure, while Endesha Juakali has organized public housing protests in 

the hopes that if the projects were kept open, residents would be able to return.
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     Endesha Juakali historically contextualized his activism and the Katrina event.  A 

leader in the struggle for housing rights, he knew his work would be intensified but 

fundamentally unchanged by Katrina. “What I’m doing now is what I’ve always been 

doing.” An activist since the ninth grade, when Martin Luther King Junior was 

assassinated and his segregated school did not allow a memorial, his life has been spent 

“fighting white supremacy and economic exploitation.” With his decades-long 

engagement with social activism and experience running the Housing Authority of New 

Orleans, to Endesha “there was no doubt people would try to make New Orleans a little 

plantation on the neck on black people.” For years, those in power had been looking for 

ways to exploit the “valuable land in desirable places” upon which the government 

projects were built, and “the storm gave them the opportunity.”  He had spent his life 

training and “came back to fight.” His Fight Back! Center faces the demolished St. 

Bernard Projects as a memorial to their struggle. He described the center as “a base of 

operation for progressive activists” and envisions the facility will serve as a resource for 

the community once they have returned, and as a site for empowerment and political 

engagement: 

There’s lots of programs that do things for the sake of doin ‘em, I wanna do it to 
encourage people to change the system.  Politics will come first and we’ll 
politicize the youth. There’s a lot of do-good programs, but I see no goodness in 
trying to teach people to suffer peacefully. Programs are useless if we don’t 
change the system.

      Endesha Juakali rooted his work in his personal history of activism as well as the 

community’s. “This is easy for me; I was born to do this.  At one point I was a lawyer, 

city attorney, government appointee. I’ve done a lot of things and came back to this, I 

was born to do it.” Though Endesha told me, “I will never see the world I want in my 
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lifetime,” he is doubtlessly “gonna keep fighting.” He feels he has “gotta do it, fight a 

battle I won’t win.” Even if he never experiences a just world, “this shit is gonna 

happen.” He is going to focus on making improvements and knows “the struggle is a 

marathon, not a sprint.” He explained that the fight against urbicide is akin to The 

Rumble in the Jungle: “Like Ali against Foreman, we’re rope-a-dopin.’ When they get 

tired, we’ll still be here. We’re known to endure and be resilient.”  He wants to help his 

community “get back strength and recapture things, not just politics but economics.” He 

plans to “re-initiate programs that serve the community-- food banks, youth programs, 

computer labs,” and turn the building across from the old St. Bernard Projects into a 

memorial and “the headquarters for the fight, a base to fight the war.”

      Malik Rahim also described the historical roots of his post-Katrina work. Common 

Ground was founded during the hectic disordered aftermath of Katrina, originally out of 

concern for the community and as a way to meet people’s basic necessities, but soon 

became a large collective which continues to funnel volunteer labor from all over the 

globe.  Before Katrina, Malik Rahim had been a community organizer, and said he had 

“been doin this maybe forty years.” Of those forty years, thirty had been spent doing 

environmental activism and twenty-five had been spent working with the Green Party. 

The founding of Common Ground “was basically the summation of my forty years. 

Those forty years of experience is what allowed us to survive the aftermath of Katrina.” 

      He went on to describe how his work was changed by Katrina and how he imagines 

his historical role.  For him, environmental degradation was a key factor in the Katrina 

disaster and the most important issue currently facing global citizens, and as his 

involvement with Common Ground has waned, he has decided that the remainder of his 
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life will be spent “workin’ on these environmental issues.” This generation “will either be 

the one that saved life as we know it, or squandered it away the way of my generation.” 

He asked: how can I leave that legacy to my children and grandchildren?  He wants them 

to know that the “crazy old dreadlock wearin’ man, he made a difference; he stood up 

and said ‘not in my name.’” Like Endesha Juakali, he is working towards a goal for 

which he knows he will never personally reap benefits.  He wants to “make sure future 

generations don’t inherit our way of life, but a better way of life,” and spur a paradigm 

shift “so that a hundred years from now our kids are living in a cleaner environment.” His 

hope is that: 

One day, they can look back and say, at a time of the most drunken state of 
prosperity, the greatness of humanity emerged and we saved life as we know it. 
We have that ability. Our grandkids would be so honored. We caused it and 
corrected it. Nothing is more important than that.

     In order to resist the intensified and accelerated urbicidal trajectory and combat the 

sustained displacement of much of the Black community, experienced resident-activists 

understood the importance of bringing more widespread attention the issues facing the 

community.  Protests, civil disobedience and demonstrations are one way participants 

have garnered attention, especially immediately after Katrina; some prominent examples 

are Common Ground’s St. Augustine Church sit-in, Survivors’ Village tent city and the 

illegal resident and ally-led gutting of public schools and housing.  This type of activity 

can be politically effective, as with the public school protest, but even when the main 

objective is not achieved, these activities help to organize the community and attract the 

attention of allies.  Mack McClendon’s mural project is similar, in that he hopes it will 

raise awareness, be a call to action and help organize the community and supporters. 

Even if politicians do not take notice, others will.
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     Speaking and writing have also been effective means of organizing the community 

and allies, and bringing attention to issues ignored in mainstream media and political 

discourse.  In fact, they can reach an even more broad audience. There is a wealth of 

articles, blogs and audio and video recordings, published either by or about residents and 

readily available on the Internet, which deal with the problems facing the area and the 

programs which have been devised to meet them. While Common Ground was helping 

Malik Rahim move offices, he received a phone call from a radio station requesting an 

interview.  Both Ronnie Lewis and Endesha Juakali spoke of past speaking tours and 

were planning talks, Ronnie Lewis for the American Anthropological Association and 

Endesha Juakali for Take Back the Land, at the time of their interviews.  Malik Rahim 

and Endesha Juakali have each written many articles throughout their activist careers, Nat 

Turner and Mack McClendon have been the subjects of blog posts, articles and YouTube 

videos, and Ronnie Lewis has published a book on his museum and is one of the subjects 

in a nine-person biography. 

      A visit to The House of Dance and Feathers is a conversation with Ronnie Lewis 

while surrounded by books, photographs and headdresses; it is a place for dialogue rather 

than observation. His statement, “I feel when I finish talkin’ with people, they leave with 

a better feel of what’s gotta be done down here,” explicates the drive of other participants 

to do work in the community, but also speak and write about their work and their 

community.  The articles, videos and interviews are personal, narrative and based on 

experience.  They are intended to put a face, voice and life to distanced and de-

personalized academic accounts, political initiatives and dominant media narratives, and 

have been quite effective at attracting allies.
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Allies, Globalized Struggles and Psychological Healing Post-Katrina

      One of the keys to the success of the organizations is their sophisticated use of 

volunteers, or more aptly “allies,” to help found, run and bring support to their 

organizations, as well as stand in solidarity during political struggles, raise awareness in 

their place of permanent residence and activate their helpful extended social networks. 

All of the organizations utilized outside volunteer labor at some point, and most continue 

to do so.  The organizations are rooted in the community and actively involve residents, 

but also incorporate diverse allies.  While the concept of charity certainly marks some of 

the volunteer labor which flooded the area after Katrina, the slogan “solidarity not 

charity,” which is oft repeated, seems to be a more interesting and powerful factor in the 

surge of outside interest in rebuilding.  Many people came to the area not out of pity or 

empathy, but because they experienced a sense of solidarity with the struggles residents 

are facing.  Racism, classism, environmental problems, poverty and urban neglect are not 

unique to the post-Katrina landscape or New Orleans as a city:  “There are small 

Katrina’s everywhere.”  

     Some organizations used the UN’s “right of return” to broaden the politicization of the 

persistent race and class-based Katrina diaspora.  Other organizations have attracted anti-

racists, environmentalist, feminists, anarchists, people interested in urbanism, community 

gardeners, proponents of food justice and education professionals.  The directors of these 

organizations came to understand that their interests were of particular importance in 

post-Katrina New Orleans, but not particular to post-Katrina New Orleans.  

     Allies have been a fundamental component of post-Katrina community-based 

grassroots organizations. Immediately after Katrina, Malik Rahim and Endesha Juakali 
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use their organizations to funnel volunteers and enable politically-driven volunteerism. 

Mack McClendon “thought that people and the government didn’t care after Katrina,” but 

he was wrong, at least about the people, and is “still getting volunteers.”  Ronnie Lewis’s 

museum was rebuilt with volunteer labor garnered from his relationship with academics, 

and Greer Mendy and Hao-Peng still use volunteers to help run their programs.  

       Normally, the draw of sympathetic volunteers towards a disaster area is short-lived, 

but New Orleans was not the “normal” disaster area and the involvement of outsiders has 

been sustained.  A popular saying and Common Ground’s slogan, “solidarity not 

charity,” symbolizes one of the reasons why five years after the hurricane, at least 

according to Mack McClendon, “75% of the work in New Orleans is done by 

volunteers.”  Even if his statistic is off, there remains a substantial non-paid or non-profit 

labor force, one used by all of the subject organizations and tied less to disaster or 

sympathy, and more rooted in solidarity and social justice.  Mack McClendon expressed 

amazement with the ability of volunteers to let the experience become a part of them and 

“get together and make someone whole again.”  His work has shown him that “people 

caring about people is the greatest strength in the area; no government or army can move 

faster than people caring about people…Get people caring, get problems solved.”  Nat 

Turner prefers to work with long-term interns over short-term volunteers, believing them 

to be more responsible and beneficial, but Mack McClendon understands that volunteers 

can have a positive long-term impact: “One day of service is better than a $1000 

donation, because after one day of service, you understand what’s goin on…you go home 

and talk to people.”
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     Emphasizing the importance of the surge of allies, Hao-Peng Liao called “this young 

democratic movement, people coming in to meet social needs” one of the most positive 

trends going on in the city.  Elaborating upon their impact, he said the “enormous influx 

of very motivated and very talented young individuals coming for the reform…bringing 

resources and power,” has made New Orleans a “testing ground…one of this generation’s 

first endeavors nationally to assume power.” The work in New Orleans is ushering in 

broader national changes yet to come. Endesha Juakali knows that a just New Orleans 

and America has not, and will not, exist in his lifetime, but celebrates the fact that now 

“at least people are thinking about justice.” Hao-Peng said that as a “transient city,” New 

Orleans is accustomed to “incorporating new things brought by transient populations,” 

and sees this type of demographic and socio-political shift as one which will continue to 

be positive for the city. If Endesha Juakali’s assertion that the persistent displacement of 

working-class Blacks is a concerted move by the Republican-leaning state government to 

shift Louisiana to the Right is correct, then the influx of young Democratic allies can be 

understood as a method of resistance.

       Nat Turner, a post-Katrina New Orleans transplant, is an example of an ally who has 

come to the area to meet social needs and become part of the city’s reform. He wants to 

demonstrate the potential for positive transformation in even the most devastated of 

areas. He believes that sustainability, improvement and empower can come through: 

Growing food, getting a grocery store back, better housing, better opportunities 
for kids, better job access, better health access, more local food access, more 
opportunities, higher level of literacy, knowing how city council works…

His community micro-farm and alternative school is the first step of his grounded and 

holistic approach towards reaching these goals.  
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     However, volunteers and allies should not come to the area simply to cut their teeth on 

social and political activism, but must keep the community’s needs at the center of their 

work and remember, in the words of Mack McClendon, “It’s not me, it’s we.”  He 

advised that any organizations needs to “have the community be a part of it” and not 

“assume to know what they want.” Endesha Juakali echoed Mack McClendon’s assertion 

twice during his interview, insisting, “It’s not me who’s gonna do it, I’m just a base and 

some direction from my experience.  People want this…I’m not gonna do it, but people 

who wanna do it will have a place to come.”  Residents must play an active role in 

shaping their neighborhoods and allies should be sure their economic, racial and 

educational privileges are used in ways which empower rather than dominate the 

community, lest they re-create and perpetuate inequality and oppression.24

     Nationalizing and globalizing the issues plaguing New Orleans working-class Black 

neighborhoods is one of the main techniques used by activists to attract allies and 

facilitate solidarity.  Historical contextualization and persistent resistance by residents has 

helped them to understand how their problems are in many ways not unique, and enabled 

them to show non-New Orleanians why the struggle being waged in the city should be 

important to them. For Endesha Juakali, the resistance to economic exploitation which he 

is seeking to enable in New Orleans is just one of the fronts in the “global battle to 

redistribute wealth and fight against those who want to control and diminish resources.” 

The environmental degradation which Malik Rahim is working against is not a New 

Orleans problem, but a global one.  Nat Turner said that the problems which he is 

confronting are national and not unique to New Orleans, and cited other American cities, 

24 Molly McClure, “Solidarity not Charity: Racism in Katrina Relief Work,” published November, 2005. 
http://news.infoshop.org/article.php?story=20060319185418325
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Baltimore, Detroit, St. Louis, as sites of similar struggles.  He wants his work to be 

important to residents of other cities facing urbicide , as an  example of how to 

holistically and simultaneously combat a variety of urbicidal issues.  Residents of New 

Orleans are resilient and have a long history of mutual aid, but the large-scale of the 

problems being faced and the increasingly inter-connectedness of our world has 

necessitated the broadening of aid networks through this broader contextualization of 

problems.

      The title of Mack McClendon’s mural, “Where’s Your Neighbor?” references the 

city’s culture of mutual aid and is intended to build on the sense of wide-spread solidarity 

which has been cultivated. “It could be your neighbor across the street or across the 

country.  Everybody is important.” Ronnie Lewis also globalized his work and connected 

mutual aid to global struggles. He compared the second lines of Social Aid and Pleasure 

clubs to Caribbean celebrations and Latin American street festivals. In all three areas, 

“the squalors of life” are evident, but the residents have found ways to separate 

themselves from “the struggle goin’ on in their lives on the daily basis,” and “celebrate 

life and all the problems that come with it.”  After Katrina, these groups which can be 

traced to the 1800s were one of the first things to come back, because in Ronnie Lewis’s 

words: “That’s our therapy, our way of life!” 

     According to other participants, socio-political engagement has had a similarly 

therapeutic effect.  Focusing on larger goals, enabling mutual uplift and rejoicing in the 

baby steps of progress and has proven to be personally and psychologically healing and 

fulfilling.  Hao-Peng Liao returned to New Orleans because even though it is not his 

birthplace, he felt a sense of homesickness and an urge to take on a role in its recovery. 

63



Mack McClendon, who became involved in activism only after Katrina, said that his 

work with the Lower Ninth Village has given him a profound appreciation for life, taught 

him what is truly important and gave his life purpose.  Malik Rahim said that his position 

at the head of Common Ground was privileged and enlightening, and like Mack 

McClendon, taught him what was truly important and helped him re-dedicate his life’s 

purpose.  Endesha Juakali is “enjoying fighting the good fight,” and Ronnie Lewis called 

his work at his museum his “greatest pleasure.” Greer Mendy took a group trip to Haiti 

after the earthquake, which she said helped them achieve perspective and appreciation by 

helping others the way their neighborhoods had been helped.  Sustained resistance is not 

easy, but it can have large-scale positive socio-political, as well as personal  and 

psychological, benefits.  Nat Turner summed up the healing which takes places as a 

product of social engagement, and its relationship to allies and a globalized struggle, 

when he stated that the greatest thing that been done psychologically has been:

The outpouring of folks wanting to get involved-- college students, spending lots 
of time here, plugging into something that’s meaningful to them. Meaningful to 
the kids. People can see they can be the change they want to see in the world 
when they’re here. People come and say, ‘This is the shit we need to be doing , 
I’m going to pick up my life and come down here.  I see it’s doing what others 
say can’t be done.’
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Conclusion

     Unjust top-down political processes enabled Katrina’s destruction. The sustained 

displacement and systematic disenfranchisement of Black working-class residents during 

the rebuilding process places the Katrina event squarely within America’s history of 

urbicide through urban renewal, only this time, under the guise of urban rebuilding.  This 

paper has looked at post-Katrina urbicidal trends, and residential resistance to them, 

through open-ended grounded theory interviews with founders, directors and workers in 

the grassroots, community-based organization network.  The project has integrated 

secondary literature and research with the primary research of interviews, participation 

and observation, creating a narrative of urbicide and urbicide resistance, through the 

area’s history of resistance and  culture of mutual aid, in post-Katrina New Orleans.  The 

lens of urbicide contextualizes the event and the residential responses to it, and the 

techniques which have been used can be understood as potentially applicable for other 

areas suffering from urbicidal political violence.
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Appendix: Vignettes

The following is a short collection of relevant and powerful vignettes gleaned from the 
journals I have kept while researching New Orleans over the past two and half years. One 
and Six are stories I was told during casual conversations with non-participants, and they 

have been related as true to form as my records allow. They are not accompanied by 
additional interpretation, because frankly, the stories speak for themselves. Two is an 
account of my brief but formative friendship with a displaced resident; centered on an 

experience we had the displeasure of sharing. Three recounts both a conversation with a 
neighbor and the meeting of a home-owner in need of Common Ground’s assistance and 
explains how these experiences shifted the research project. Four details the way disaster 

tourism made me feel and Five discusses “disaster art.” Though none deal with any 
research participants, these stories and experiences shaped the research project and my 

overall understanding of the urbicidal Katrina Circumstance.

One: “I Just Learned You Were White:” On Race

     A fellow Common Ground volunteer had spent the majority of his six-month stay 

working at the local school’s education garden.  This volunteer was a tall, slender, 20 

year-old self-identified white male with blonde hair and green eyes from Santa Cruz, 

California.  He did regular garden maintenance and teaching assistance, helping young 

students learn about weeding, watering and nutrition. One day after class, he came home 

with a story to tell. A second-grade student with whom he had worked with quite 

regularly, approached him looking rather bashful and accompanied by her teacher.  He 

asked her what was up, and she told him that she “just found out” he was white.  He 

asked her what she meant and she told him that since he was here, in the Lower Ninth 

Ward, she just thought he was black because “everyone here is black.”  She said she 

thought all white people were mean and lived someplace else.  

Two: “Are You Girls Alright?:” On Racism

     During my stay in New Orleans during January of 2009, my fellow researchers and I 

befriended a displaced resident residing in Nebraska who had gotten a ride back to the 

city from a service trip driving in from California.  Towering over us by at least a foot, he 

was 47 years-old at the time, a graduate of one of the city’s many catholic schools, and a 

trained carpenter and brass player.  He was an African-American New Orleans native and 
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had worked in the construction industry all his life.  He was one of the first people we 

met at Common Ground, as immediately upon arrival we drove our car into what looked 

like just a patch of gravel, but in fact turned out to be the quicksand –like mush which 

gravel turns into after it sits upon a broken water main. He and another older volunteer 

helped to pull us out.  We thanked him profusely, and he laughed and promised to take us 

to his boys’ car wash so we could get rid of the mud-splatter now covering the car.  The 

three of us ended up sharing a room with him, and he came to call us his “little sisters.”

     He did take us to the car wash.  It was in another part of town, so on the drive there we 

were given a lifelong resident’s personal tour of the city.  He pointed out to us the first 

building he ever worked on, his mother’s house, and houses which had “SP” spray-

painted beneath the infamous X’s which denote rescue attempts.  He explained that “SP” 

stood for “Soul Patrol,” which is what he and a friend called themselves as they floated 

through the flooded neighborhoods to check for survivors.  As a trained carpenter, he had 

decided to stay behind during Katrina because he thought it made good business sense, to 

be there ready to start making repairs.  But he, like most other residents, had no idea just 

how bad it was going to get.  He was the first person I met who insisted that the levees 

did not break from the storm surge, but rather were blown up as in 1927 by mercenaries 

hired by the government.  He not only claimed, like some others, to have heard the blast, 

but had also observed men with guns standing upon the levee before it burst.

      The car wash was in Mid-city and even though he had been away from the city, he 

still seemed to know everyone.  While we were waiting, the four of us went across the 

street to get some po’ boys and then returned to a stoop next to the car wash to eat them. 

Most gas stations, convenience stores and corner shops sell fried food and po’ boys, but 

few places provide any place inside to eat.  While we were eating our lunch, we were 

approached by a contractor working on a site across the street and several lots down.  He 

strode over to us purposefully and asked, “So.  What are you doing?  What is this?”  He 

was an older white man, wearing a company logo-bearing polo and a pair of jeans.  He 

did not have the accent of a New Orleanian.  We did not initially understand his 

questions, nor why he found it so demanding to be answered that he had to leave his work 

site and walk down the road to ask it.  It is not strange to have people strike up 

conversation on the streets of New Orleans, but this man was hostile and sort of smug, 
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while most street conversations are jovial and well-spirited.  He asked my two friends 

and me, all of us short, white, young, females, if we were okay.  After we bewilderedly 

insisted that we were, after all we were just eating lunch with our roommate while our car 

was being washed, he told us that we needed to be careful about with whom we speak 

and socialize and reminded us that this was a “dangerous city.”  I started to understand 

what he was saying; we all did.  Three white females have no busy in a Black 

neighborhood accompanied by a Black man.  To him, our friend must have either been 

bothering us, or selling us.  The contractor refused to direct anything to our friend and 

once he saw that we were not welcoming his white patriarchal protection with opened-

arms, he eventually left.  We were shocked and disgusted at the blatant racism we had 

just witnessed, but our friend just shook his head.  This was a new kind of experience for 

us, but one which he seemed to be despondently accustomed.

Three: “I’m Tired of Katrina:” On On-Going Trauma

      Many of the homeowners assisted by Common Ground, at least while I was there in 

2010, were either elderly or disabled and many were female heads-of-household. 

Perhaps this is because these populations had the most trouble with contractor fraud and 

navigating state and federal bureaucracy.  One homeowner whom I met while on a 

housing assessment with the construction coordinator was neither elderly nor disabled, 

but needed our assistance because her almost entirely rebuilt home had caught fire and all 

of her resources had been spent on the initial rebuilding.  She walked us through her 

burnt down house.  It appeared as though she had lovingly covered the walls of her long-

awaited and nearly rebuilt home with family photographs which she had successfully 

saved from Katrina’s wrath, as they were now melted into the walls and strewing the 

floors in singed masses.  Every step I took was met with a crunch of broken glass and a 

trembling floorboard.  The rooms were filled with ash and the charred remains of the few 

possessions which she had been able to salvage before the storm or acquire since.  The 

other volunteer and I spoke with her about the assistance Common Ground could provide, 

and she thanked us profusely.  We told her that it would be months before we could start 

working, and though her face clearly showed her pain at the thought of continued 

displacement, she continued to thank us and insist that everything would turn out fine and 

she was in God’s hands.  Even five years after the hurricane, her Katrina ordeal was on-
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going and she continued to live the effects of the storm’s exacerbation of socio-economic 

inequality and residential displacement.

      Half of the hallway in the volunteer quarters was covered in a large whiteboard listing 

all the on-going home rebuilding projects.  There seemed to be close to a hundred listed. 

Every Saturday, one of the construction coordinators would spend the day going on three 

to five “housing assessments,” like the one I just described.  They would meet with 

homeowners at their residence and discuss the work they needed done and the assistance 

Common Ground could provide.  Common Ground never had more than ten or twelve 

volunteers while I was there, and also ran a garden at the local school, organized groups 

to do wetland restoration, held a legal clinic twice a week, ran community stakeholder 

events, served as a neighborhood technology hub and additionally had to do all the social 

networking essential to the survival of non-profits, in addition to the rebuilding projects. 

All of the statistics about displacement and disenfranchisement suddenly became very 

real.  The community had so much need and so few material resources.  I began to doubt 

my own ability to handle the devastation and questioned the desirability of asking 

residents to recount a trauma which was largely on-going.

      This question was answered one day as I was sitting outside reading a book entitled 

Sociology of Katrina: Perspectives On A Modern Catastrophe. There were several 

neighbors, as Common Ground is located in a house in a residential neighborhood, who 

made daily visits to the organization in order to socialize with the directors and 

volunteers.  As I was reading, I was approached by one of these frequent visitors, a man 

with whom I had a usually very jovial relationship and who always made a point to 

check-in on me specifically during his visits.  He would often holler, “How you doin’ 

prettier-than-Christina-Aguilera?” from his porch across the street.  He sat beside me and 

inquired into what I was reading.  I slipped my bookmark into the text, prepared to put 

my work aside for the always interesting and friendly chat, and showed him the title-

bearing cover.  He read it and physically recoiled.  He shook his head and stood up, 

telling me that he did not want to know about Katrina or talk about Katrina, for he had 

had enough of Katrina.  I tried to nod empathetically and smooth over what was clearly 

an offense with an affirmative understanding of his position.  He told me he would see 

me another time and left.
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     After seeing this revulsion at the notion of Katrina, I knew I needed to contact 

participants carefully, rethink my questions and reconsider the parameters of my project. 

I decided to keep volunteering and doing secondary research in order to appropriately and 

ethically undertake my project.  As I kept working and reading, I also began to think 

about how many studies had been done on the residents and consider how it must feel to 

be repeatedly treated as data and victims, especially in light of how few tangible 

improvements had actually been made in the neighborhood.  I also was continually 

confronted with the stress and exhaustion which heavily-marked the lives of displaced 

and rebuilding community members, and every person I met had a story of devastating 

Katrina losses.  I became uncomfortable with the idea of intruding on residents’ lives in 

the way my original plan had entailed once it became undeniable that the storm’s trauma 

was on-going both physically and psychologically.

Four: “Is This a Brad Pitt House?:” On Disaster Tourism

       Uptown, the CBD, St. Charles Avenue and the French Quarter, with their bustling 

commerce, pristine historic mansions, sky rises, and tourists crowding the sidewalks were 

a world apart from the Lower Ninth Ward. There were no grocery stores, drug stores, 

banks, bars or souvenir-slingers, but it was certainly not a completely deserted wasteland. 

Brad Pitt’s Make it Right Foundation was busy filling up lots with huge, brightly colored, 

and architecturally-sustainable if not aesthetically traditional, single-family homes and 

several other relief organizations had also helped  some residents rebuild, judging from 

the signs which remained in their front lawns.  But for every new home which had been 

built, there seemed to be a another block which was nothing but foundations, stoops and 

eight-foot tall weeds which could only be tamed with machetes.  Though New Orleans’ 

economy is largely tourism and service-based ,and many other parts of town had 

sidewalks filled to the brim with alcohol and camera-toting tourists , the only tourists in 

the Lower Ninth Ward were inside of cars and tour buses.  Carloads of people with out-

of-state tags would pass by, only rolling their windows down to take some photographs 

of the “Brad Pitt houses” or ask me if I was associated with Make It Right, inevitably 

frowning at my reply and expressing little to no interest in the sustainable home-building 

organization of which I was a part but who did not have a famous figurehead.  The 

neighborhood was now part of the Cajun Encounters city tour, and many other 
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companies’ tours, as their logo-ed buses with tinted windows would slowly pass though 

the area.  The French Quarter felt like Disney World with liquor and strippers, but living 

in the Lower Ninth Ward, with constant tour buses driving past, chickens roaming the 

streets, rubble-filled lots and hand-painted street signs, made me feel as though I was 

some strange beast to be observed from a distance by unknowable but ever-present post-

apocalyptic safari-goers.

Five: Abandoned Stoops, Empty School Buses and the L9 Center for the Arts: On 

Embracing Disaster

      Empty lots with nothing but weeds and architectural remnants are a common sight in 

the Lower Ninth Ward.  All things considered, the majority of Katrina debris has been 

removed, but the exposed concrete slab foundations and lone stoops which dot the 

landscape and mark the spots where homes once stood was eerie.  A block from Common 

Ground amist a cluster of “Brad Pitt Houses,” someone had manipulated this ever-present 

reminder of disaster, displacement and disenfranchisement by placing a framed door and 

address block on an empty lot. This memorial was a daily reminder of the residents 

without homes, of the reason why I did strenuous construction labor for free, of why this 

project is important.

        The travelling installation “Off the Hook,” which I encountered in January 2009, 

was a similar memorial and call to action, though one created by professional artists. Off 

the Hook was a sound installation in a school bus. The empty bus would drive through 

the city playing a recording of school children, filling the empty school-less 

neighborhoods with the sound of children once again and reminding visitors that one of 

the city’s most vital cornerstones remained broken and many families remained 

displaced.

       Also during January of 2009, I had the pleasure of working with a married couple 

who were professional art photographers.  Their gallery was housed in a shotgun double. 

On one side, the rooms were filled with beautiful photographs of Mardi Gras Indians, 

baptisms, card games, musicians, children and other quintessential working-class Black 

New Orleans images.  On the other side, the walls were lined with many of the same 

photographs, only these prints had been damaged by Katrina. They were torn, discolored, 
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decaying and growing mold, and yet they remained even more beautiful and undoubtedly 

more quintessentially New Orleans.

Six: “The Soul is Coming Back:” On Resilience

     During the fall of 2010, I attended a history symposium and Latin music festival held 

at the Old US Mint. I heard Ned Sublette speak, a historian whose work I consulted for 

this project, as well as several other activists, musicians and historians.  However, the 

most powerful experience I had at the symposium happened outside of the event, as I was 

smoking a cigarette and waiting for another volunteer to park her bike.  I have two 

microdermal implants in my collarbone, which rather than repelling people as I had 

feared at the beginning of the project, turned out to be a great conversation starter. This is 

one such conversation.

     I was propped up on the gate outside when a man rolled up to me, literally for he is 

wheelchair-bound, and said, “I’m sorry but I have to ask, what are those things in your 

neck?”  I laughed and proceeded to explain what they are and how they work and that 

they were, in fact, pretty painless to have done.  We continued to talk and he began to ask 

me questions about where I was from, since the French Quarter is mainly for tourists and 

most people there are not natives, and what I was doing in the city.  I told him that I was 

a student researcher staying at Common Ground, and he became quite intrigued.  I 

learned that he resides in the Upper Ninth Ward, just across the industrial canal from the 

Lower Ninth Ward, and was quite familiar with Common Ground because of his 

proximity, their notoriety and his presence in the city immediately after Katrina when so 

few other organizations had been established. He also expressed interest in my project, as 

he used to be a professor at Berkeley, and our conversation turned to topics of Katrina, 

politics, culture and rebuilding.  He used to be a lawyer and justice of the peace and is 

currently a DJ on WWOZ, the local radio station devoted to New Orleans music, and is 

very interested, involved and invested in New Orleans culture.  He began to tell me 

stories about Katrina, and when my friend finally found me, I was both crying and 

laughing with this older man in rainbow suspenders, a tie-dye t-shirt and a decked-out 

wheelchair who was doing the same.  I cannot imagine what she must have thought.

     He told me about the shift in standard New Orleans’ sidewalk greetings post-Katrina. 

Before the storm and there today, the majority of people you pass on the street will give 
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you a greeting of some sort, usually taking the form of “How ya’ doin?” (Though on 

Sundays in some parts of town, “Who Dat!” can be heard more often.)  But after the 

storm, people shifted from asking “How ya doin?” to “How’d ya do?”  Everyone has a 

Katrina story and had lost something.  He was leaving the only working ATM in the city 

when he passed a woman who posed this question to him.  He told her that he was from 

the Upper Ninth, so things could have been worse.  The Upper Ninth is on higher ground 

than the Lower Ninth, is partially protected by a natural levee and unlike the Lower 

Ninth, the flood walls separating them from the Industrial Canal had held.  He told her he 

did not have much flood damage, and though his kitchen needed to be redone and the 

wind and rain damaged his roof and siding, it was all ultimately fixable and he had been 

much more fortunate than many others.  He naturally returned the question back to her. 

“Well, I live in St. Bernard,” she said.  St. Bernard’s Parish is located to the east of the 

Lower Ninth, also on the side of the Industrial Canal’s floodwall break, and had been 

flooded just as badly if not worse. Since he lived fairly close to the area, he knew how 

catastrophically it had been impacted. “So. Everything?  You lost everything?” he asked. 

“Mhmm.”  “The house?” “Mhmm.” “The car?” “Mhmm. Everything.”  “I’m so sorry,” he 

told her.  But she shook her head and laughed.  “Oh baby don’t be sorry, we’ll be alright! 

We’re here, we’re okay.  It’ll be alright.”  He told me that her response was a common 

one at the time.  People did not want to be pitied, he told me, they just wanted to get back 

home and rebuild. As a sort of counterpoint, he also told me that he had he suffered 

Katrina blackouts.  He would see things in books or on television and realize that while 

he had been there, had seen that, he had no real recollection.  His mind had simply 

blocked it out.  It was just too horrific, he said.  He had been functional, but he was far 

from okay, and he had been one of the lucky ones.

      He told me another story about an evening he spent at a jazz club during the 

immediate aftermath.  As a DJ and a New Orleanian, jazz bars were at the center of his 

emotional healing process and a key to the repairing of social bonds weakened by 

Katrina’s displacement and trauma.  He was at Snug Harbor, a bar on the edge of the 

French Quarter, which had managed to stay open since it was only mildly damaged due 

to its located in the older, wealthier and higher section of the city. He told me that 

business was lousy with so few residents and no tourists, but the owner had continued to 
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book musicians and turned over to them all of the  profits.  It seems the owner understood 

the importance of supporting the community’s artists and keeping them in the city, and 

both his and their roles in enabling the rebuilding process and preserving of the culture 

which makes New Orleans great.  

    Seated near one of his friends, a renowned blues singer, he watched one of the city’s 

most famous brass band perform on stage.  He told me that the band was one of the best, 

and that they were certainly “hittin’ it,” but no one seemed like they were “feelin’ it.” 

Understandably, as the few people who had returned to New Orleans were certainly 

dealing with a lot of mourning, trauma and exhaustion. He leaned over to his friend and 

asked her, “Are we gonna make it?  Are we going to be okay?”  She told him of course, 

to look around, that “the soul was coming back.”  He wanted to believe her but the patron 

melancholy was giving him pause.  Then, the band stopped playing.  The trumpet player 

lowered his instrument and started to sing “I’ll Fly Away,”  and everyone joined in as this 

is a familiar hymn in New Orleans.  He sang a verse of the song to me in his deep 

baritone, and we both began to tear.  Once the band finished singing, they started playing 

again.  This time, they were not only “hitting it,” but also had everybody “feeling it.” 

Just as the slow and mournful dirge must precede the second line’s celebration of life and 

death, the old soul song of mourning, escape and hope had to be “cut loose” for the 

healing, and feeling, to begin.  His singer friend leaned back over, patted him on the back 

and said, “See, I told you! The soul is coming back!”
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