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 “You can’t afford to have a 

hurricane when you’re earning seven 

or eight dollars a day.” Zora Neale 

Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching 

God (1937) 

“I understood that being poor meant not being a citizen,” one New Orleans resident 

bitterly observed on the day after Hurrican Katrina devastated the city in late August 2005. 

Branded refugees by the American government and suspected of committing the darkest of 

crimes during the long week in which the city was cut off from the rest of the world, the poor 

seized the opportunity to tell their harrowing tales of days surrounded by water, weeks of 

wandering in search of shelter, and months of wondering whether they would ever be able to 

return home. For many Americans, Hurricane Katrina marked the moment in which they 

“rediscovered” poverty in America. Far from the nation’s opulent suburbs, from New York’s 

Fifth Avenue and California’s Sunset Boulevard, the lines of people at the Superdome, the 

stadium where the poor took shelter during the storm, revealed the existence of Americans with 

little cash in their pockets, living paycheck to paycheck on the earnings from menial, insecure, 

poorly paid jobs. Journalists and politicians harped on the same question: how was such a 

disaster possible in America, the world’s greatest superpower? 

Although social scientists had written copiously about the deterioration of a range of 

social indices in the wake of welfare cuts and economic deregulation, the disaster ripped the veil 

off America’s hidden poverty and displayed it to the world without the softening filter of cultural 

mediators. Toothless old women, homeless people, aimless youths, and addicts in search of a fix 

appeared on television in scenes resembling those described by William T. Vollmann, a writer 



with a talent for portraying the impoverished America of “poor white trash” and the mostly 

African-American “underclass” of the ghettos. 

Because of its social and ethnic makeup, New Orleans after Katrina offered an 

exceptionally concentrated image of poverty in America. Thanks to the media, the city’s lower 

ninth ward quickly came to symbolize exclusion at the heart of American prosperity. As in many 

other urban neighborhoods across the United States, the situation in the lower ninth has 

deteriorated considerably since the 1950s owing to a combination of unfavorable economic, 

migratory, and social factors at both the local and national level. Residents of New Orleans with 

the highest incomes left to live in the suburbs, state aid dried up, and the recession of the 1970s 

left public finances in a shambles for decades. New Orleans is also exceptional because of its 

large African-American population, which has been hit harder by poverty and exclusion than 

other ethnic groups. Thanks to tourism and the Mardi Gras industry, the city did grow, but the 

poverty rate remains quite high in this majority black city. 

Many commentators asked a simple question in the aftermath of Katrina: why didn’t 

people leave when they heard about the strength of the hurricane and the issuance of an 

evacuation order? Why didn’t they heed the warnings broadcast by the media? Were they simply 

incredulous? A study conducted in a Texas shelter for late evacuees gives a partial answer to this 

question: fewer than a third said that they had underestimated the strength of the storm. Many 

mentioned the difficulty of leaving, the habit of riding out hurricanes, the desire not to abandon 

homes and pets, and, last but not least, their confidence in the ability of the city’s levees to 

protect them. But for the vast majority of people who sought shelter in the Superdome or stayed 

in their homes, their reasons for not leaving the city were related to the social environment. First 

of all, in order to leave, one had to own a vehicle, but tens of thousands of residents did not. 

Even if the public bus system had operated normally, it would have been able to evacuate only 

ten percent of the population. This alone accounts for the decision of roughly a third of the city’s 

people to remain in New Orleans. For others, the cost of gasoline and lodging in a motel were 

sufficient deterrents. In contrast to middle class people, relatively few of the poor had family and 

friends outside the area, and this made evacuation more difficult. Without money or family to go 

to, the city’s poor therefore chose to ride out the storm while protecting themselves against 

flooding with whatever means were at hand. In the flooded city, the poor became visible to the 



naked eye, for once attracting the attention of the media and politicians, recognized by their 

fellow citizens, and granted a presence in the public arena. 

In this respect, the documentary Trouble the Water (2008) is revealing. Kimberly 

Roberts, an African-American from the ninth ward, filmed the disarray as people awaited the 

storm and built makeshift protections against flooding. Roberts is an authentic product of the 

neighborhood, whose population has attracted a good deal of interest among sociologists. Her 

mother died and her father abandoned her, leaving her to be raised by her grandmother. She 

earns her living by doing small jobs and engaging in some shady trafficking with her husband 

and dreams of becoming a rap singer. When many of her neighbors went to the Superdome, she 

stayed behind, walking the familiar streets, bantering with her neighbors, and making fun of their 

solidarity in the face of despair—all with camera in hand. The city became a ghost town in which 

only the poorest and most marginal remained, along with the bodies of the dead. On the day after 

the storm, as the waters began to recede, these people received little help from the National 

Guard, which refused to allow them to enter a secure naval facility. Evacuation was now 

mandatory, but riding in the back of a truck proved to be difficult. Along with her companions in 

misfortune, Roberts made her way to northern Louisiana, where she continued to film, protecting 

her cassettes with garbage bags. There, the situation was no less dramatic or chaotic. The Federal 

Emergency Management Agency did little to help people who had lost everything in the 

flooding. Without any didactic or aesthetic pretensions, Roberts recorded the stories of people 

whom America had left behind. A mother rails against the U. S. Army for sending the poor to 

Iraq but not helping them at home. She refuses to allow her son to enlist. Later, a grandmother 

asks what has become of the United States. Roberts’ film is exceptional because it shows what 

sociologists and historians often have a hard time describing. Poverty is more than just “doing 

without.” It is also “attachment” to a place, no matter how dilapidated and uncomfortable, along 

with a social network that may be limited in scope but nevertheless remains invaluable. Thus we 

see that a large part of the explanation for people’s refusal to leave has to do with their roots in a 

community with its own codes, language, and rules, which everyone accepts. In leaving the 

lower ninth ward, Kimberly and her companions in misfortune lost what little they had managed 

to put together for themselves—in short, everything. Local social networks and the social 

authority that went with them fell apart when people evacuated: small-time drug dealers lost their 

clients, mothers lost their day-care providers, workers lost the jobs for which they were paid 



under the table. The energy of this small group of people is astonishing, given the trials they had 

endured. It is astonishing, but we can understand it, because we can see beyond the usual clichés 

about poverty. 

Was Katrina really an extraordinary event? Doesn’t it call to mind familiar 

representations of the poor? Although the idea of the “undeserving poor” was invented in Europe 

in the Middle Ages, the phrase took on a particular meaning in the United States in the late 

nineteenth century. The distinction between the “deserving poor,” meaning mainly women living 

alone, children, and the elderly, and the “undeserving poor” dates back to the founding of the 

American Republic. By the late nineteenth century, criticism focused on the “dangerous classes” 

who populated the country’s ever-expanding cities. At the end of the twentieth century, 

prominent politicians were vilifying “welfare queens” for allegedly having children in order to 

increase their benefits. Stereotypes are difficult to dispel, a fact that both historians and citizens 

need to ponder. The durability of poverty also raises questions about the distribution of wealth in 

the richest country on the planet. Looking at poverty in America forces us to shift our focus in a 

number of ways and to forget the founding myths perpetuated by what the historian T. Jackson 

Lears calls advertising slogans. Of course the change of focus has dangers of its own: it 

encourages us to look only at America’s least successful people and to make heroes of the poor. 

Literature, music, cinema, and photography have drawn heavily on the legions of the down and 

out. From the book They Shoot Horses, Don’t They? (1935) to the songs of the rapper Eminem, 

depicting the lives of poor whites in Detroit to the 1930s portraits of Dorothea Lange, poor 

America has occupied the center of the artistic scene but usually not of the political scene. In the 

public arena, as Pierre Bourdieu has rightly remarked, the world’s misery is reduced as usual to 

silence. Barbara Ehrenreich, reporting on the experience of cashiers employment by Wal-Mart, 

America’s largest retail chain, had this to say: “When I watch television over dinner, I see a 

world in which nearly everyone earns $15 an hour or more. … TV series show us fashion 

designers, lawyers, and teachers. Hence it is easy for a fast-food worker or a hairdresser to 

conclude that her life is unusual—that she is virtually alone in not having been invited to the 

party. And in a sense she is right: the poor have disappeared from the general culture.” 

 


