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CHAPTER 4

A Feminist Perspective on Katrina

Loretta |. Ross

A tragedy like Katrina in August 2005, which devastated the Gulf Coast and floodec
New Orleans, compelled feminists to examine the impact of the storm and the re
sponsc to it on women and children. As a Southern feminist, I knew that the Deeg
South has some of the highest poverty in America, affecting all races of people
Through a Kacrina lens, the world witnessed that great dirty secret that is America:
shame. Black and brown people drowning in filthy floodwaters exposed the realig
that this country did not protect the human rights of its own citizens in this disaster.

Poverty in America is not only racialized but also gendered. The aftermath of Ka:
trina, when examined through a gender lens, identified the myriad of violations expe
riecnced by women, especially women of color. A disaster like Katrina was a violatior
against the entire community, but when threats to women’s lives were not recognized
and steps are not taken to ensure that they are, women became doubly victimized—
by the disaster and by the response to it.

I wrote this article a few days after the flood because I lost a family membe
in New Orleans, an eighty-ycar-old relative in the Ninth Ward who was cventually
found by cadaver dogs threc months after we began searching for her. She was dis-
abled and could not escape by herself; she had drowned in her bedroom. The flooc
kept our family from rescuing her. Although her son-in-law was a New Orleans sher-
iff, he could not get to her house or command a thorough search for her. We receivec
a false report that she had been evacuated, and wasted months looking for her arounc
the country. Most of my other family escaped, especially those who lived on the Wesi
Bank. But my family lost a life, several homes, and many livelihoods because of thai
storm and the miscrable response to it. My grief and anger began on August 29 anc
have not subsided even as I update this article four years later.

The political became personal. The company of my sisters in struggle helped
me survive those anxious days. Right after Katrina hit, I was privileged to attend a
mceting September 1014, 2005, on “Women’s Global Strategies for the 21st Cen-
tury” at Sarah Lawrence College organized by the Women of Color Resource Center.
the Global Fund for Womcn, and the Center for Women'’s Global Leadership. This
conference brought together one hundred women from around the world to have a
global dialogue on critical issucs facing women lcaders. The workshop on militariza-
tion and occupation helped me understand some of the issues we faced here in the
Deep South as we struggled to rebuild our lives after Katrina.

From a feminist perspective, there are certain predictions we made concerning
what happened to some women and children based on our collective experiences in
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helping women and children survive trauma. We knew that women and children were
more vulnerable. We knew that racist and sexist responders, commentators, and pun-
dits would blame the victims of the disaster. We knew that violence against women
would increase while services for women would decrease. And finally, we knew that
the recovery from Katrina would not only fail to prioritize the nceds of women and
children, but would neglect to include women'’s concerns in the reconstruction of a
city reconfigured for elite developers, not poor women and children.

Vulnerability of Women and Children

The hurricane and the subsequent flooding exposed the special vulnerability of
women, children, the clderly, and the disabled by revealing the harsh intersection
of life expectancy, race, class, gender, and ability. Many people could not escape not
only because of poverty, but because they were not physically able to punch through
rooftops, endure intensc heat and dchydration, perch on top of buildings, or climb
trees to survive. Horror storics of people abandoned to drown in nursing homes and
hospitals emphasized that any disaster preparedness planning must take into account
those unable to evacuate themselves.

Instead, many in the mainstream media and government sources chosc to blame
the victims as if these vulnerable people simply made bad choices, ignoring the con-
text in which these “choices” were made. Right-wing pundits—such as those at the
Heritage Foundation—quickly said that the tragedy was the fault of single mothers
who were not married so that their husbands could lift them out of poverty! The
prejudiced powerful did not speak about the intentional chaos in peoplc’s lives cre-
ated by constantly scrambling for survival while living in poverty or with disabilitics
that leave many women feeling simply overwhelmed by life itself. Feminists had to
respond to this sexist and racist folderol of victim blaming,

We also predicted that women's issues would not be seen as “important” during
the crisis, as we were advised that larger issucs like maintaining law and order and
securing the affected areas were of higher priority. There was a risk of too much focus
on the disaster crisis, shifting dollars from previous unmet needs, and forgetting older
crises around the world and in our country. For cxample, Mississippi alrcady had only
one abortion provider before the storm. Women traveled to Louisiana or Alabama for
services. What did an alrcady underserved region do to help women receive reproduc-
tive health care?

While the news media focused on the black/white conflices during the crisis, lictle
or no mention was made of the Native American, Asian Amecrican, or Latino com-
munities also devastated by the storm. Erasing these communitics from the public's
consciousness became another form of structural violence.

Redefining Military Occupation

We witnessed a very authoritarian militarization of New Orleans during the crisis
as police and the military were given permission to forcibly evict survivors, arrest or
shoot lawbreakers, and impose martial law on the city. No one in authority ques-
tioned whether it is cthical to give orders to shoot flood survivors, even if they are
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supposcdly looting. Alternative media reports revealed that many of the alleged “lo«
ers” werce actually heroes trying to find food to feed their families by securing fo
and relief supplics from stores whose inventorics would have been lost to the flo
anyway. The concentration camp-like conditions of the Superdome and Conventi
Center provided no privacy for women, no safety for children, and, for days af
the tragedy, no basic needs like food, water, and sanitation. Notably, while the pol
and military were protecting the property rights of business owners, they somehe
neglected to protect the lives of women and children jammed into the Superdos
and the Convention Center. Women, children, the sick, and the elderly died waiti
for help.

Onec of the ways in which the occupation was achieved was by controlling
minology through language coups. Did you notice that some news media report
thar white people “find” food while black people “loot”? Control of communicatio
became control of sclf-validation as the prejudices of the powerful constructed mea
ings that rendered any countervailing notion ineffective.

We may never learn the full extent of the human rights violations during tt
crisis. There were reports of massive arrests, police brutality, and even deaths at ¢
hands of the police and military during the crisis, yet these reports were not featur
in the mainstream news, just over alternative sources such as the Internet. There we
also storics of people being shot by authoritics in the Louisiana Superdome. O
brief report on CNN told the story about the Gretna Police Department blockadis
a bridge by firing over the heads of black people attempting to flee the flooded ci
to this predominantly white suburb west of New Orleans. The Gretna police ev:
confiscated food and water from women and children on the bridge at gunpoir
claiming they did not want their town “turned into another Superdome,” an on
nous racist reference to the fact that most of the people were African American. T
normal brutality with which cops usually treat poor black people lends considerat
credence to these reports of injustice, particularly if the police are operating in situ
tions with little likelihood of formal investigations into their actions because they a
“justified” by the crisis. “They came to help” language thwarted a thorough examin
tion of the negative cffects of the occupation and may forever obstruct any notion
accountability.

Unfortunately, actions like these denigrated the undoubtedly heroic actions
many people in law enforcement and the military as they risked their lives in co
taminated water to rescue survivors. But as feminists, we did not confuse individu
compassion with structural injustice. Katrina poignantly proved that both can exist
the same place at the same time.

What we need are expanded definitions and understanding of what is meant |
military occupation. Occupation is about space, land, and resources. There is litt
consciousness in the minds of the American public that we live in occupied land
that we are occupicrs. 1 don't believe the term only applics to Palestine, Afghanista
or Iraq. Communities of color, particularly Indigenous Nations, have always exper
enced law enforcement and the military as occupiers, but the Katrina crisis expose
how we must expand the concept of military occupation way beyond the narrow ar
limited definitions of the United Nations. We must examine military occupations n
only during war but also during disasters and the impact on vulnerable people.



18

The Women of Katrina

There is a porous membrane between occupation and war, as the Iraq invasion
proved. It was as if these occupying armics read their orders from the same script. The
residents of the affluent parts of New Orleans hired their own private security firms to
“protect” themselves against the flood survivors. Our definition of occupation must
be widened to include not only agents of the state such as the police and the military,
but also transnational corporations, some of whom also operated their own private
armies. We redefined occupation as a violent means to maintain order and confiscate
our land. The land loss from Katrina must be calculated and compensated in order to
begin the process of justice. We must connect militarism with occupation and reveal
who controls the resources and who bencfits from the process of occupation. These
are all expressions of the same phenomenon.

Economic and Environmental Impact

Ironically, the occupation of New Orleans and the occupation of Iraq shared one
major obvious commonality. Both were greased by oil—its production and its ship-
ping. It is no coincidence that a port through which much of America’s oil fows was
quickly militarized while hundreds of people died in Hooded houses. Offshore plat-
forms in the Gulf werc responsible for about 30 percent of U.S. crude-oil production
and states along the Gulf Coast were home to half of the nation’s refning capacity.
The same company in Irag—Halliburton—reccived major contracts to help in the
rebuilding of New Orleans.

What was particularly telling about the Gulf Coast crisis was that the owners of
casinos and Walmarts were apparently able to return to their businesses much more
quickly than others to repair storm damages long before federal assistance arrived
to reduce the needless loss of lives. They were the first businesses to offer jobs to the
massive numbers of people forced into unemployment because of the storm. More
than 400,000 jobs were lost in the disaster. Workers were not in any position to chal-
lenge their labor practices and impact on communitics, as they are the only employ-
ers available. Walmart already discriminates against the women it presently employs.
President Bush relaxed the minimum wage laws for companics hired to rebuild the
Gulf Coast, and women made even less money, below the palery $5.15/hour federal
minimum wage of 2005.

The impact of the storm and subsequent flooding on women was studied by
the Institute for Women’s Policy Rescarch (IWPR), which reported that 3,000 li-
censed Gulf Coast child-care facilities were damaged or destroyed and only 10 percent
received federal assistance to rcopen. Charity Hospital, Louisiana’s biggest hospital
for the poor and mentally ill, was closed after Hurricane Katrina and has yet to be
reopened.

Approximately 142,000 units of affordable housing were damaged or lost as a
result of the storm; ncarly four-fifths (79 percent) were affordable to low-income
housing, according to IWPR. Because of the housing shorrage, many women shared
accommodations with extended family members, friends, and—in some cases—with
known batterers and rapists in order to have a home.

Of course there were damaging cnvironmental impacts because of Kacrina. Or
more properly, damaging the environment through global warming and criminally
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incffective levee construction and maintenance precipitated the disastrous floodin
of New Orleans. ‘The cffects of the storm on injurics, environmental exposures, an
infectious discases have been reported by the Katrina Environmental Research an
Restoration Network and Advocates for Environmental Human Rights, among ot}
ers. Exposure to environmental contaminants, psychological stress, and the lack ¢
adequate health carc during the disaster had scrious consequences for women an
children, particularly pregnant women. Studies have revealed an increase in probler
pregnancics, low birth weights, spontancous abortions, and untreated chronic dis
eases such as diabetes and high blood pressure in the wake of the storm.

Despite our worst fears as feminises, what we did not anticipate were the atrack
on housing, health care, education, and municipal services for poor people after Kz
trina. We did not imagine that the local, state, and federal governments would col
lude to actively climinate affordable housing in New Orleans. We did not predict the
restoration of health care services and educational institutions like schools would b
a low priority for those with the responsibility for protecting the human rights of ¢th
people of New Orleans. Katrina became a hideous example of how a storm and th
response to it violate the human rights of vulnerable women and children.

Gender-Based Violence

Ofien poor women and children were the firse ones forced into prostitution to sur
vive. There was an increase in the demand for prostitution created by the massiv
military and policc presence in the affected states, similar to the rise in prostitutios
that already surrounds our military bases around the world. Women are not “oppor
tunitics to relieve stress,” as many soldicrs arc encouraged to believe. Because of th
limited real choices women face, there was a rise in the prostitution and traffickin;
of women and children. There was also a risc in the exploitation and sexual abuse o
displaced children. Increases in the abuse of women and children meant rises in othe
things like unwanted pregnancies, sexually transmitted diseases, and HIV/AIDS. W
expected these things because they occur to women and children even without th
desperation and vulnerability created by such a national disaster.

We received reports of the rapes and murders of women and children amon
the survivors herded together in the Superdome and New Orleans Convention Cen
ter under inhumanc conditions. We do not know whether or not media racism ex
aggerated these reports, but we alrcady know that some men do not know how
cope with a lack of control over their lives and they often express their frustration
by abusing and violating women and children. Domestic violence and sexual assaul
increased because women are more vulnerable and more men will become violent a
the occupation and displacement continues. This culture of violence breeds more vio
lence against women. This happens every day anyway and a tragedy like Katrina exac
erbates these dangerous tendencices, especially in a situation lacking any social contro
and order.

Because women’s social networks and battered women'’s services were disruptec
by the hurricane, many women found it harder to cscape domestic violence. They
were more vulnerable because of cconomic insccurity and the lack of affordable hous
ing, mecaning that they were often forced to continue living with their abusers. Re:
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searchers studying violence against women report that in post-Katrina New Orleans,
programs increasingly found themsclves helping the predisaster populations, bur also
middle-class women, immigrants, and othcrs who had not previously sought shelter
care, according to Pam Jenkins and Brenda Phillips, who studicd the conditions bat-
tered women faced after the disaster.

Violations of International Human Rights Standards

We also witnessed the incredible violations of the human rights of the Kartrina sur-
vivors. Not only was their right to survive threatened by the painfully slow responsc
of local, state, and federal governments, but also their right to stay united as familics,
their right to adequate and safe shelter, their right to social services, their right to
accurate information, and their right to health care and freedom from violence. All
of these are human rights violations but the onc that brings the Middle East most
forcefully to mind is the violation of the right to rcturn to onc’s home. For those of us
with short-term memories, keep in mind that the Supreme Court ruled in 2005 that
governments have expanded powers of eminent domain that were used to prevent
some survivors from ever returning to their communities as land was turned over to
corporate developers. New limits on the protections of bankruptcy laws caused fur-
ther harm to Katrina's survivors.

The concept of peace and security was dreadfully misused during this crisis to
impose a police state. The United Nations urged socicties a decade ago to reexamine
what is meant by security, beyond law enforcement, the military, and the state. The
1994 Human Development Report by the United Nations introduced a new people-
centered concept for human security: “Human security means . . . safety from con-
stant threats of hunger, disease, crime and repression. It also means protection from
sudden and hurtful disruptions in the pattern of daily lives, whether in our homes,
our jobs, in communitics, or in our environment.” Activists in the United States, cs-
pecially after 9/11, requested a reconsideration of sccurity that included the protection
of human rights and civil libertics, the meeting of people’s basic human needs, and
the use of peace processes and UN mechanisms that can avoid war and prevent hu-
man rights violations by the state, individuals, and corporations.

The reality is that women live in a borderland of insecurity all the time, yet the
needs of women were invisible during discussions on sccurity preoccupicd with
criminals and terrorists. Poverty, hunger, and deprivation of human rights arc the real
threats to security because sccurity is determined by the extent to which people have
their basic needs met and can live in freedom and safety, not by the number of armed
occupiers in their communities. A militarized community does not feel safer, just
more policed, so that what is allowed, what is accepred, and whosc nceds are met are
decided by those outside the community.

Our people from New Orleans who fled the flood were called “evacuees™ by the
media and the government, a term that has no legal basis in international law. They
are, in fact, internally displaced persons, a status that affords them legal rights and
protections. The U.S. government was very carcful not to usc this term to describe
the people from New Orleans and the rest of the Gulf Coast becausc it would trig-
ger obligations defined by human rights treaties to mect the needs of our people.

A Feminist Perspective on Katrin

The U.S. government is always carcful not to use language that requires it to protec
people’s human rights, especially in applying human rights standards to the Unite
States to question its own bchavior and responsibilitics.

For example, the U.S. government was resistant to using the word “genocide
at the 2001 World Conference Against Racism to describe the theft of Indigenou
lands and the enslavement of Africans. John Bolton, the former U.S. ambassador tc
the United Narions appointed by President Bush, was busily trying to undermin
antipoverty goals ac the UN Millennium Summit in 2005, instead of focusing o1
eradicating poverty, improving cducation, and empowering women. The U.S. govern
ment’s assault on the human righes framework is unending, and we must not let then
get away with it. We must respond by ensuring that the Katrina survivors learn abou
their human rights and the obligations they arc due from our government.

Speaking of racism, it was blatant racism that stopped the distribution of the
$2000 debit cards to the survivors. Right-wing critics halted FEMA's distribution o
this immediate cash relief by falsely claiming that the mostly black poor people were ir
responsible and likely to cheat the system. Instcad, the government switched to a banl
account deposit system, ignoring the fact that many poor people did not have banl
accounts or could not access them because of the disaster. Many did not have the
identity documents required to use standard banking procedures. Some survivor:
who reccived the cards before they were discontinued reported that they receivec
much less than $2000; some received only $200. What agency did a race, gender, anc
class analysis of who received what relicf?

Despite the magnitude of the catastrophe, it is amazing that the authorities founc
the time to harass undocumented immigrant women and men in the affected region
Reports of people targeted by immigration officials surfaced, and many people were
afraid to seck help for fear that their suffering would be exploited as an opportuniry
to forcibly deport them. Those without Social Security numbers were denied emer-
gency assistance by some agencics and harassed by law enforcement.

Another underreported story is what happened to the survivors in some of the
cities to which they escaped. Because of antipoor ordinances in cities like San Anto-
nio and Atlanta, some survivors were quickly arrested for panhandling and jaywalking
in cities they perceived as refuges. Some were concentrated into hastily erccted camps
resembling detention centers, isolating them from the communities that purportedly
welcomed them. There was an increase in the criminalization of the poor leading to a
surge in growth for the prison industrial complex.

Development for Whom? Using a Gender Lens to Rebuild

There is a difference in how women sce what ought to happen and how men see what
should be done. It was important during this crisis to listen to the women of the Gulf
Coast and incorporate their perspectives on what should be done to help people re-
cover from this disaster.

We can learn a lot from our sisters around the globe who have endured terrible
tsunamis and callousness from military occupicrs and humanitarian agencies. Women
from the Gulf Coast contacted our sisters from Asia who survived the December
2004 tsunami or women from the Middle East who have lived for years under mili-
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tary occupations. They offcred valuable lessons about empowering women during na-
tional crises. They were the experts we needed, not the men with guns pointed at us
as we sought food and shelter. Katrina became a moment for global solidarity, even
if the Bush administration was too arrogant to accept help from people in countrics
they don't respect.

This was not only a tcachable moment for America but an opportunity for learn-
ing as well. Katrina provided an opportunity to have scrious discussions abour the
lack of human rights protections in this country by asking the question, “Why werc
we so vulncrable?” Even many government officials had to admir thar the unjust war
against Iraq decimated our country’s ability to respond to this crisis in a timely and
effective manner. This was a chance to connect issucs of poverty, war, occupation, rac-
ism, homophobia, militarism, and sexism, and make the distinction between natural
disasters and man-made oncs.

Women's voices were lifted to evaluate the role of humanitarian agencies that
responded ro the crisis. There were many agencices and groups profiting from our suf-
fering while ignoring our local women’s organizations and our capacity for making
decisions about what we need. In fact, some of these humanitarian agencies actually
facilitated the occupation of our communitics by turning over lists of undocumented
people to the authoritics, not recognizing the family rights of same-sex couples, or
participating in redevelopment strategics that ignore the needs and perspectives of
women.

To counter this, women scized our power and made our concerns known in the
media, to government agencics, and to the humanitarian organizations. There are hu-
man rights standards thac humanitarian agencies should follow and most require that
women’s perspectives arc respected and incorporated. Women's organizations worked
together, giving space to the creativity, energy, and brains of young women. Leader-
ship by the Women’s Health and Justice Initiative, a project of Incite! Women of
Color Against Violence, brought women leaders and concerns to the decision-making
tables. Their contact info is www.whji.orglhome.html.

Women must ask critical questions during this crisis. Who are the groups bene-
fiting from the disaster and who are the groups hurting or excluded? We must work
together to address our collective trauma, fear, and anxicty so that we can reduce its
multigenerational impact. We have the right to quality schools for our children, jobs
that pay living wages, communitics frce of cnvironmental toxins, and opportunitics
to develop our full human potential. We have the right to reclaim our land, rebuild
our homes, and restore our communitics.

Under the classic style of cconomic development of poor arcas of America, com-
munities are destroyed, people are forcibly relocated. and transnacional corporations
are invited to redevelop the scized lands. They called this urban renewal in the 1950s
and 1960s. The 1970s brought us spatial deconcentration. In the 1980s and 1990s, ic
was called gentrification. Now it is called sccurity.

It may take many years to rebuild the Gulf Coast, particularly the city of New
Orleans, and right now we need to demand that the services to which we are en-
titled—that arc our human rights—are delivered with respect, cfficiency, and dignity.
Our sisters from other countries advise us that disasters can wipe out the past and
create an opportunity to better include people to reshape the future. We can use this
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moment to force burcaucracies to become more flexible, like changing normal admi
sions procedures to get our kids back in schools or demanding that quality publ
housing be provided instead of permanent refugee camps. We need schools, vot
registration, immigrant scrvices, driver’s licenses, housing, medical care, and publ
assistance put on the fast track, not bottlenecked services mired down in the typic
burcaucratic snarls that characterize government assistance programs.

We need to demand cconomic redevelopment strategies that center our neec
not those of casino owners, in the picture. It will be mighty tempting to use this as «
opportunity to not rebuild our communitics in New Orleans or the rest of the Gu
Coast. New Orleans is particularly at risk of becoming a tourist mecca with a Frenc
Quarter, plantation mansions, and endless casinos where the only jobs available
people of color will be low-paying ones supporting the tourist and oil industries. W
have to claim our human right to sustainable development and insist on the enforc
ment of cconomic and social rights in redevelopment strategies.

Because many people lost their identitics during the disaster, we can learn fro
our sisters in South Africa and Palestine who lost their identities when their countri
were occupicd. They took advantage of the chaos to create their own identities, d
termine their own facts, and promote community-based definitions of identity. The
registered their own people as aid recipients and issued numbers and identity care
to help people have access to services. We have to define citizenship from our ow
point of view to challenge the powers that are taking over our communities and con
mitting human rights abuscs. People who are in occupied territories lose faith in tf
benefits of citizenship and in legal rights that are frequently denied. This is whe
international human rights laws become important. Claiming identities as internal
displaced persons forces our governments to not define us as charity cases, but as cit
zens with rights that must be respected and protected.

Loretta J. Ross is a doctoral student in women’s studies at Emory University. She earne
an honorary doctorate of civil law from Arcadia University. Cofounder and the nationa
coordinator of the SisterSongWomen of Color Reproductive Health Collective, she
was onc of the first African American women to direct a rape crisis center and writes
extensively on the history of African American women and reproductive justice.

This chapter was originally published in the SisterSong publication Collective Voices 1(3)
2005. Minor revisions by the author, Auguse 2009.
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