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Introduction 
 
 
“The past leaves its traces; time has its own script. Yet this space is always, now and 
formerly, a present space, given as an immediate whole, complete with its associations and 
connections in their actuality”.  
(Lefebvre 1991: 37) 
 
August 29, 2005. Hurricane Katrina hits New Orleans’ land,  leaving a trail of desperation and 
destruction. This date and this name would from then on have a prominent place in time. 
  
On the front-page, one can see New Orleans’ Charity Hospital in between two new high-rise 
buildings. The hospital was founded in 1736 to be the city’s first, it was a hospital for the 
poor. Hurricane Katrina left the building heavily damaged and it is not operational anymore 
nowadays. After Katrina  many development plans have been made, including plans for an 
entire Biomedical District. In none of these plans one can find a hospital that helps people 
‘out of charity’. Subsequently, several groups of people have come together to fight for saving 
this historical place1

 It are places like Charity Hospital that are spaces filled with and made of ideas, 
emotions, but also opportunities. Could it be that the hospital of the poor has become a space 
that needs to be reconstructed, a space for ‘upgrade’ perhaps? Or is it a space of memory and 
nostalgia? Or could it be both? The title of this thesis, Space of Opportunity, reflects such a 
notion of multiple visions. Could it be that even disaster struck sites can become a site of 
chance, of opportunity? In this thesis this opportunity and the concept of ‘space’ will be the 
viewpoints of looking at construction plans and day-to-day life. This viewpoint has a twofold: 
from the people who conceive space and the people who construct (or shape) space in a post-
Katrina New Orleans. All of the conducted research stems from the main question:  

.  

‘How do New Orleanians build their city in terms of producing space and opportunity?’  
 
Within Anthropology there are some new fields of research steadily gaining more influence 
such as Urban Anthropology, Disaster Anthropology and the Anthropology of Space and 
Place. Especially the latter field has still yet to gain more consideration. According to Low & 
Lawrence-Zúñiga (2008:1) we “have to acknowledge that space is an essential component of 
                                                 
1 including the Doctors for Charity, the Committee to Reopen Charity, Louisiana ACORN, VoteHealthCare.org 
and Louisiana HCAN.  
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social cultural theory”. By acknowledging that space is a component of social theory, one will 
have to acknowledge that social practice lies within the space it occupies. Space is not static 
or absolute but rather flexible and transient. Although one should also recognize that space 
has a history, that it is not an empty field.  
 
There has not yet been done a lot of research within the field of Anthropology concerning 
‘space’. In their volume ‘The Anthropology of Space and Place. Locating Culture’ Low & 
Lawrence-Zúñiga this narrow field of previously done studies comes to the fore. It is 
remarkable that the volume has the ‘space’ concept so apparent in its title, when most of the 
scholars further employ mostly the concept of ‘place’. I think this is remarkable since the 
concept of ‘space’ is less narrow than that of ‘place’. With ‘space’ there is interpretation and 
production of space from many viewpoints (i.e. globalization, localization, linguistics, history, 
architecture, symbolism, but also disaster). ‘Space’ is ‘the open field’, where ‘place’ is an 
already commodified ‘space’, it already is ‘a something’.  
 
Very little anthropological documents can be found regarding ‘space’, although every human 
being lives within it. I expected to find more scholars writing on this topic but on the other 
hand am not very surprised either since ‘space’ might be seen as topic more suitable for the 
departments of geography and architecture. Even though it is exactly this ‘informed’ user of 
space (the geographer, architect, urban planner) who also needs to be studied since everyone 
lives within space and we (as a society) give just a small part of the population the right to 
create these spaces. Although also the ‘uninformed user’ needs to be studied to understand 
how they use culture, symbolism and the like to live in space and hence ‘create’ space.   

 
 Conceptual framework 
It was Lefebvre’s ‘Production of Space’ (1991)  that had me wondering how the city of New 
Orleans would ‘produce’ its space after the devastation of the hurricane. Lefebvre introduces 
multiple triads from which to conceptualize ‘space’ . The ‘production of space’ can be seen as 
the production of social and cultural theory. It is the platform on which people come together 
and meet, compete et cetera. Within and about space are numerous thoughts and ideologies, 
but also routine life that does not seem to have any ‘ideology’ (but has a great power of 
changing space). The ‘production of space’ will be further explored in chapter 1.6 ‘The 
Production of Space’.  

Another way of exploring the changes in the city was by viewing the post-Katrina city 
as a site of ‘change’, a site of possibilities and opportunities. It were Fothergill et al. (1991) 
who state this idea that if a city (or place) has witnessed a disaster, there might be new 
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‘reopened fields’ that could be re-valued. Hence instead of terming and seeing the disaster 
merely as a negative force, they say it might have positive dynamic as well (this concept will 
be further explored in paragraph 1.3 ‘A Time of Opportunity’). 
 
 Research location 
Since so many images were send into the world after the hurricane, I had ever since wondered 
what the city would look like nowadays. In addition  there was another interest since Katrina 
made apparent that ‘even’ the Western countries could be touched by a catastrophe, that 
disasters have no eye for socio-economics, race, age and so on. Many people were shocked 
that this could happen to a city in such a country as the United States. The way the media 
covered the disaster, the way scholars started to write about it, the way it was perceived by 
people living hundreds and even thousands miles from the catastrophe itself, it all started to 
raise questions. Some of those issues I really wanted to have answered. One of these 
questions was what the city looks like at present. Many scholars had written just after 
hurricane Katrina (mostly 2006) but hardly any material could be found on current issues. 
That is why my first task ‘in the field’ was to get to know the city and explore. Within time I 
got the understanding there were certain plans being made about the city. These plans are also 
known as the Master Plan. The city is separated in several districts, of which one is Mid-City. 
This neighbourhood has become the main focus in conducting fieldwork, since the plan is 
rather elaborate and I felt I had to narrow the field down in order to keep it all 
comprehensible. A map of Mid-City’s District 4 can be found in appendix 2.  
 
 Research population 
New Orleans is an urban setting where a newcomer does not necessarily stand out. It was only 
after a couple of weeks before I had my first conversations with people living Mid-City and 
who were willing to talk to me about their lives. Since the first part of conducting fieldwork 
was mainly exploratory (in order to find out ‘what the city looks like nowadays’) I only in the 
field already got an idea of who my research population could become. In the proposal I had 
already written about Latino immigrants but was not entirely sure if they would still live (and 
work) in the city. It was only after a few days that I had found out they still did since I had 
walked by the Home Depot. There were a lot of young Latino men standing just outside the 
gates, ready to jump in the back of the truck of an employer who had just given them some 
work. Although I could ‘see’ the immigrants, I found it very difficult to actually get in touch 
with them. After having asked several informants about why it was so hard they almost all 
responded that it could be because I could be a threat to them. I could be a federal officer 
waiting to be able to deport them. Since I did not want to put anyone at risk I decided that the 
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focus would still lay on this population but that I would talk to people who had knowledge 
about this particular population but themselves were not ‘at risk’. I came to speak with people 
from Catholic Charities, Latino organization organizers, a Father, some construction workers 
working on housed nearby et cetera. The reason I had ‘made’  this population my main 
research population, was because I saw them as a metaphorical way of actually constructing 
space, building a landscape that might even become theirs.   
 
In addition I was able to talk to city planners, directors and presidents of small to large 
organizations, commercial or non-governmental. As said, a duality of producing space was 
employed. This meant  I had to talk to ‘professionals’  as well, the people who ‘invent’ space 
like the city planners. By going to community meetings and asking for e-mail addresses, I 
came in contact with the planners.  
 
 Methodology 
When conducting fieldwork, there are several ways in order to gather data. For this thesis the 
main data is derived from semi-structured, taped interviews, newspaper analysis and 
observations. I had chosen to tape my interviews, since I could derive more data from it. My 
first conversation (that is actually not used in this thesis), was not taped (since my informant 
had asked to remain incognito) but the interview itself, after having written it down, was 
‘captured’ in my words and not those of my informant. Exact phrasings were not filled with 
the emotion the informant had shown. From then on, I only used my tape-recorded in order to 
‘capture’ these emotions and exact phrasings. Of course I would ask on forehand if I could 
tape it. Two informants did not really want that, so I have written their conversations down. 
Within this thesis I have for a large part used quotes, since they lay very close to the exact 
phrasing of the informants and has less of my subjective influence in it (although of course it I 
who ‘puts’ these phrases together, therefore not entirely objective). Many fieldnotes have 
been made, a diary has been kept (mainly for personal expressions) and I have written a log. 
Although it must be said this log has some ‘wholes’ in it (especially around the Mardi Gras 
festival). 
 
Getting in touch with the research population had proven to be rather difficult at times. New 
Orleans has a very Caribbean way of life, where ‘laissez le bon temps roullez’ is the main 
form of getting through life (‘let the good times roll’). Almost all formal conversations were 
held at coffee shops, one time even at a butcher/ restaurant. Waiting around seemed to be my 
main daily routine. Going to a coffee shop to get onto the internet and to buy the local 
newspaper. Talking to unknown people on the street. Going to the library to read some of the 
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books about ‘producing space’. Driving by some places that are known as ‘day-labourer 
corners’.  
 
Main ideas about the plans but also public organizations  and ‘day-to-day’ life came from 
community meetings and social gatherings like festivals, a documentary festival, discussion 
boards, theatre plays, a full-day taxi ride and masses. But also going to the supermarket, 
stopping by at Home Depot, going to the launderette on rainy days (many Hispanics could not 
work on such days and would go to do laundry), trying to talk to construction workers on a 
break and waiting on a streetcar have proven to give me valuable information as well. 
Participant observation had proven to be unsuccessful. Having cleared out a garden in the 
Upper Ninth Ward, followed a Canadian film-crew, trying to become a volunteer for the 
Workers for Racial Justice and one of the churches charity programs, it all had given me 
hardly any useable data. Although I still really would have liked to volunteer, people did not 
seem to want me ‘hanging around’. ‘The Workers’ had uttered that I should set up a program 
for them and I could set that up. After giving them some ideas (getting together with Puentes 
for example), they said it had to be a full program and then write about it. It was very hard to 
do, but I made the decision not to work for them, since this would have meant setting up a 
second ‘fieldwork’ next to the already existing.  
 
Because of the ‘snowball effect’ I was getting in touch with ‘the professionals’. At one point 
in time I really thought I was not going to get in touch with any since no-one would call me 
back or respond to my e-mails. What I did not know was that several of the companies I had 
sent my e-mails to, had forwarded them to a larger group of people. It took several days and 
sometimes even weeks before someone would respond to it but several people (four) had 
contacted me because of it.  
 
Within this thesis not every informant comes to the fore. Since the main ‘narrowing down’ of 
the research happened in the field, I had spoken to people who were very interesting, but did 
not give me information that I could use in regard to this thesis. Some other informants have a 
minor role in this thesis, which does not mean they have given me  less information than the 
people who have a larger role. In a thesis too has to be ‘a narrowing down’ which means I 
have tried to ‘show’ the public’s opinions, using statements uttered by informants.  
 
New Orleans has proven to need some time to be able to investigate. Since everything is very 
low-pace a researcher really needs to set his or her mind to this. Besides that, my main theory 
and main questions were highly explorative, since ‘producing space’ can have many 
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utterances. I really feel that some more time in the field could have given me the additional 
information (especially from the ‘constructers’ side of producing space) to really go in-depth 
about how people produce space. In total I have recorded 12 interviews, have 4 not-taped 
interviews and small book worth of observations, newspaper pieces, hand-outs and the like. 
 
 Thesis lay-out 
Since space has a history and is not an open field, within this thesis therefore first the history 
of New Orleans and its population will be given, because it is the book from which New 
Orleanians now can start writing the next pages. It is within this chapter as well that the main 
theory of ‘producing space’ will be explained and employed. The second chapter then further 
employs the theory of ‘producing space’ by introducing the first part of the duality: 
conceiving space. Although the main structure of this thesis lies on the twofold (or duality), 
the opportunity will find its way in the (sub)paragraphs and will all be reflected on at the end 
of the chapter. This goes for chapter 2 and chapter 3, in which the other part of the duality 
will be explored: that of constructing space. It is within chapter 4 that both concepts (that of 
‘producing space’ and ‘the moment of opportunity’) come together and will be reflected on.  
Are there resemblances, or just merely differences? And: what does this say about the 
moment of opportunity?    
 
 A word of thanks  
Every informant gave me valuable information for my fieldwork. I am really thankful for the 
conversations and for giving me openness in their knowledge and opinions, and for giving me 
their trust. These informants made my research take form. Secondly, having spent some time 
living in a hostel, the friends I had made there, started to give me names of people with whom 
I might be able to get in contact with. Because of these first contacts, I was able to get through 
the first stages of doing my research. Many thanks for these friends who were willing to think 
along with me. Further, a lot of credit to my New Orleanian roommates and friends who made 
my stay in New Orleans very enjoyable despite some emotionally tougher stages. Their 
energy, insights and foolishness have made me feel right at home in a country and city I had 
never been before. You have been a true inspiration.  
Finally, I would like to thank my supervisor, correctors, parents and friends for their support 
and stimulation during fieldwork and writing process, it really means a lot to me.  
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Chapter 1 
New Orleans 
 
 
Do you know what it means to miss New Orleans 
And miss it each night and day 
I know I’m not wrong... this feelings gettin stronger 
The longer, I stay away 
 (Louis Armstrong 1947) 
 
Many artists have written or sung about the city of New Orleans, in which a great love of the 
city is expressed. The city itself has a very rich history of music, dance, food, and cultural 
diversity, but is also known for its environmental vulnerability. And although there is a great 
love for the city, many of the famous songs also mention other things: its slavery past, 
conditions of the poor, gambling, drunkenness, imprisonment et cetera.  
 In this chapter, a context will be given on how New Orleans became to be what it is 
today. What is its history, who are New Orleanians, but also: what happened before, during 
and after hurricane Katrina? All of these topics, and more, will be explored in this chapter. In 
the last paragraph, a further description of the main theory, namely that of producing space 
will be given. In order to frame this theory in present time and space, first New Orleans’ 
history will be explored.  
 
§ 1.1 History of New Orleans 
New Orleans is the biggest city in the State of Louisiana (United States of America). Like 
other cities of Louisiana, New Orleans has a multicultural and multilingual heritage, with a 
mixture of French, Anglo-Saxon, Spanish and African cultures. It is still known as America’s 
first genuinely multicultural metropolis (Campanella 2008: 167) For a long time the State had 
been French, and later on, a Spanish colony. During these colonial times many Africans were 
enslaved and brought to the United States to work on privately owned plantations.  
 
The French colonized this part of the United States because of its position between the 
Mississippi river and Lake Ponchartrain. It would become the forefront city for trade with 
Louisiana and other cities in the United States. As Campanella (2008) explains, the city was 
founded to become a trade route to other places in Louisiana. Ratzel, a German geographer in 
the 1870’s noted about this new city: “New Orleans, is just as poorly located as a city (..) as it 
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is excellently located as a commercial site” (Ratzel in Campanella 2008: 114). New Orleans 
came into existence to be a trade route post, a commercial site, not necessarily a Southern 
metropolis. 
 It was only after three years that the settlement (first founded around 1717) had 
become to be a more urban environment. In order to go from settlement to city, bridges 
needed to be built, waterways altered, sediment needed to be transported. For this, even more 
Africans were enslaved and set to work in the city. “Tree cutting, canal excavation, mill work, 
levee construction, and other initial urbanization labor awaited the kidnapped Africans” (ibid: 
125). With a city starting to grow, more and more slaves were needed for labour on the 
plantations and in public works.  
 In 1762 New Orleans became a Spanish colony. They started to build more Spanish 
style houses and squares. Nowadays the colonizers heritages can still be found. The streets in 
the French Quarter (which is the ‘initial’ city) for example still has street signs in French and 
Spanish. Even a ‘Plaza de Armas’ can be found. It still has the same name that the founding 
father gave to it: the city is named after the Duc d’Orléans.   
 
In time, New Orleans steadily grew bigger. In the mid 19th century, urban planners began to 
subdivide the city of New Orleans into several numbered areas. Around this era the city 
became more geographically segregated into ‘black’ and ‘white’ areas. The white areas 
mostly lay on the foundations of the earlier settlement, which was a good trading area, and lay 
higher above the water level than the poorer ‘black’ areas. When the levees started to be 
build, more people made to chose to live below water level since they put their trust in this 
system (the City Council actually promoted it) (Campanella 2008: 147). But, as he says later: 
“Levees are critical to the control of a river, but without backup mechanisms, they raise the 
river’s level and power and thus worsen the chances and consequences of a crevasse” (ibid: 
206). Levees work especially well with minor flooding, but increase the chances of having a 
disaster since the amount of water during storms increase. When channeled, it produces more 
force on the levees, making them more vulnerable to malfunction. Thus creating a chance of 
becoming a catastrophe, like hurricane Katrina. 
 
§ 1.1.1 Hurricane Katrina 
On August 29 2005, the city of New Orleans was hit by a devastating hurricane, known as 
hurricane Katrina. For centuries the coastline of Louisiana had been tormented with 
hurricanes and flooding, but were never as disastrous as Katrina. She made the levels of 
inequality and poverty more apparent to the city, the country and the world. Especially when 
media began to cover the disaster on –international- news channels.  
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 The aftermath of the hurricane was fully broadcasted all over the world. We saw 
people on rooftops screaming to television crews flying over their totally flooded houses. 
Much of the people who stayed had to live in or nearby the Louisiana Super Dome for days, 
where there was no sufficient food, water or shelter. In the days to come, New Orleans 
became a sight of governmental, racial and economical contestation. 
 
 Before Katrina  
The city had many social challenges like poverty, high unemployment, a high number of 
single mothers, racial and residential segregation, inadequate education and the like.  
  
For decades had the city been one of the poorest of the United States. A large number of the 
population was low-skilled and (therefore) had low wages. According to Fussel (2007: 852) 
the city had a rather high poverty level: twenty-five percent lived in scarcity of which “thirty-
eight percent of children under age 18 lived in poverty” (Zedlewski 2006: 5). Many of these 
children were brought up by their mothers, since the city also had one of the highest rates of 
single-mothers. According to Fussel (2007) the numbers of (child) poverty where even worse 
for the black community, because of decades of racial segregation. The number of blacks 
living in the city was rather high for American standards. According to Flaherty (2005: 26) 
and Fussel (2007: 854) the black community consisted of two/thirds of New Orleans’ 
population. This in comparison of “thirty-two percent of the population in Louisiana and 
twelve percent in the United States” (Zedlewski 2006: 3). What they thus show is a city filled 
with people who are highly vulnerable to disaster. 
 
Although people had knowledge about these city’s facts, it are especially articles (and books) 
written after the hurricane that put emphasis on the inequalities and distress of pre-Katrina 
New Orleans. Something similar to Klinenberg’s (2002) argumentation on the social 
vulnerabilities of disaster, in this case a heat wave in Chicago. He shows that there are certain 
things (like age and social capital) that makes some people more vulnerable than others.  
 
 During Katrina 
During the storm most of the people had fled the city. But there was still a group of people 
that decided (or had to) stay. Several scholars try to define of whom this group consisted: 
“low-income black neighbourhoods in low-lying areas” (Fussel 2007); “the invisible African-
American professional middle and skilled working class” (Davis 2005); “the people with the 
fewest resources and the least mobility” (Masozera et al. 2006); “the refugees seeking shelter 
of which disproportionally large numbers were African-Americans” (Elder et al. 2007); 
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“especially black women. They were the ones who could only afford the poorest housing that 
lay in the low lying areas of the city” (Ruether 2006: 178). 
 In the documentary Trouble the Water by Carl Deal and Tia Lessin (2008), one sees 
the consequences of the hurricane from an insider’s perspective. Carl and Tia decided to stay 
during hurricane Katrina due to insufficient financial recourses to rent a moving truck. More 
of their neighbours decided to stay. With a home video camera they filmed their experiences. 
At first, all is well. You see people laughing, cracking jokes, and sitting on the streets. The 
worse the weather becomes, the more introvert the scenes become. You are witnessing people 
wading through the rising flood, people in the attic, the decrease of food and water. At one 
point one can here an older lady calling 911: she cannot get out of her attic and wonders if 
anyone can come and help her. She gets a negative answer, and knows she is probably going 
to die.  
 A lot of academic information on pre,- and post-Katrina can be found, although many 
of these scholars were not in New Orleans during the hurricane. It is information like this 
documentary that gives the scholars (and the rest of the world) an insight in what really 
happened during Katrina. It gives an insight in how people endured it.  
 
 After Katrina 
Right after the hurricane had hit, allegations towards the Bush administration, FEMA2

 

 and 
Mayor Ray Nagin were stated. Although the Bush administration already knew New Orleans 
could not manage a catastrophe like this (an animated model of how the city was going to 
flood and which places were going to be heavily hit, already existed long before hurricane 
Katrina ever touched land). All of them were accused of handling the situation in a bad 
manner before, during and after the hurricane. It took several days before the military finally 
started to locate and rescue people. Only after two weeks the water pumps were activated to 
retrieve the contaminated water from the city back into the lake. After months the military 
crews were still finding dead people. Some of the houses in New Orleans still show the spray-
painted crosses that the military crews put on there. In some occasions one can see a crew has 
been there more than once. One time I saw three crosses on a front door: the third one had a 
‘1’ in the lower corner. It had taken 6 months before the occupant of this house was found in 
his attic. (The cross shows crew name, crew number, date, and numbers of deceased people 
found). 

                                                 
2 FEMA: Federal Emergency Management Agency. Also see appendix 1: Abbreviations.  
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After a few weeks, the initial shock was gone. Although people were still living in a very 
devastated place, first prognoses were made. Many people had left the city. There were many 
casualties and the majority of houses had some kind of damage. According to Johnson (2006) 
and Fussel (2007), one of the major problems was going to be housing. “Remaining housing 
and rental properties have skyrocketed in cost to the consumer and are difficult to insure” 
(Johnson 2006: 141). And Fussel (2007: 855): “many displaced New Orleanians from the 
[low-skilled, low-wage] segment of the labour force lost their homes or apartments and 
cannot find affordable rental property”.  
 
In the meantime a second and third hurricane have struck New Orleans - Rita (2005) and 
Gustav (2008) - and additional to this a worldwide economical recession, which found its 
origins in the United States. Even more low-wage workers have lost their jobs and therefore 
their income. It is in particular the low-skilled employees who are experiencing the earliest 
consequences of the crisis. In addition, American insurance companies are not willing to give 
loans to lower socio-economical classes anymore, causing those people from New Orleans 
have even more unequal resources than before Katrina (Masozera et al. 2006: 305). Some 
people gave me their opinion about all these misfortunes: 
 
Walking through the streets of New Orleans, it is still clear that something happened here. 
Empty buildings, blight, and thorn up streets. Remains of Katrina are still visible in the city 
now. People in the streets tend to talk more about that, than Rita, Gustav or the economic 
downturn. And otherwise, as one of the passengers on the streetcar said: “Well, po’ is po’ and 
this economical setback aint gonna change that”. Some people nodded. 3

 
 

§ 1.1.2 Katrina: A Social Disaster 
“There’s no such thing as a Natural Disaster.” 
 (Smith 2006, title)   
 
Disasters are by no means an unnatural process, so Smith explains, but one needs to see that 
they are a social disaster too. Smith puts forth an idea about how natural disaster is a social 
calculus. He does this by giving various examples of disaster causes, preparedness, 
vulnerability, response and reconstruction. On the topic of vulnerability he explains: “some 
people are much more vulnerable than others. Put bluntly, in many climates rich people tend 

                                                 
3 Sitting in the streetcar one day, an unknown passenger said this. First week of March, 2009. 
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to take the higher land leaving to the poor and working class land more vulnerable to flooding 
and environmental pestilence”.  
 As explained in the former paragraph, the first settlers lived on higher ground; 
(former) slaves and eventually various other people came to live in low-lying areas. The 
vulnerability of the latter group therefore became higher. Moreover, Oliver-Smith (2006) and 
Klinenberg (2002) show that certain people are more vulnerable to disasters than others, due 
to insufficient social and economical means. Inda & Rosaldo (and other scholars like Bauman 
2006; Gupta & Ferguson 2002) describe (systematic) forms of immobility, disconnection and 
exclusion of certain people. Katrina exposed many people from New Orleans to be immobile, 
not being able to move. This immobility can be seen as a form of stratification (Bauman 
2006: 2). Only a few people had the means of transportation, which divided the people into 
the ones who could leave and who could not (i.e. Colten 2006; Masozera et al. 2007; Popkin 
et al. 2006; Ruether 2006).  
 
According to Oliver-Smith (2006) disasters have interrelatedness to “a range of factors of 
different orders: cultural, social, environmental, economic, institutional and political”. (Other 
authors have made similar remarks: Dawdy 2006; Klinenberg 2002; Paredes 2006). Poor 
residents (mostly African-American) have had their unequal share of these disadvantages, 
identifying Katrina not only as a natural, but also a human-made disaster (Cf. Klinenberg 
2002; Oliver-Smith 2006). 
 
Besides the location where most of the black people lived, this shows that vulnerability thus 
also lies in the way people can react and respond to it before, during and after such a disaster. 
Bolin & Stanford (in Fothergill et al. 1991: 166) argue that: “If a community is suffering from 
poverty, unemployment and homelessness prior to a disaster, it will face many related 
obstacles, such as housing crunches, following the event. It appears that communities of 
colour were more likely to have experienced a decline in their standard of living than white 
communities”, a remark made almost 15 years before a disaster happened in New Orleans. 
 
According to Burns & Thomas (2006: 518), the city of New Orleans had been a ‘nonregime’. 
It was a regimeless city since it had no agenda, insufficient resources and no plans for 
cooperation. According to them had the “state and local officials acknowledged that they 
lacked the capacity to evacuate the city in general, and people in the poorer areas in 
particular”, and “the absence of stable and long-lasting partnerships prevented the 
development of (..) rapid collaboration” (ibid: 521/2). The city was set up for a disaster 
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outcome, with the local government knowing that they especially could not help the poor 
population. 
 
§ 1.2 Population 
“New Orleanians’ attachment to their “exceptional” city is legendary (..) the social and family 
ties developed over decades and generations are of paramount importance, 88 percent of 
African-American New Orleanians was born in Louisiana” (Johnson 2006: 141). Since 
hurricane Katrina, the percentage of blacks living in the city has dropped. Although the local 
newspaper The Times Picayune4

 

 recently did a research on the actual numbers of population 
(in regard to racial background), and say the percentages of pre-Katrina black population are 
almost the same again. Even with a new increase in percentage of the black population, it has 
only been a year ago, that the United Nations published an article about the black community 
in New Orleans. In this publication, UN experts ask for better housing for especially the 
(poor) African-American community in New Orleans. The experts (in Kothari and McDougall 
2008) issued that: “the spiralling costs of private housing and rental units, and in particular the 
demolition of public housing, puts these [African-American] communities in further distress, 
increasing poverty and homelessness”. According to them, there could be as much as twelve 
thousand homeless people in New Orleans.  

Almost immediately after Katrina hit, the city’s housing companies started to employ 
Hispanic workers to help rebuild the city. These Hispanic workers were not demanding the 
same housing assistance as former residents did (Fussel 2007: 853), and could find work due 
to ‘positive discrimination’ (Masozera et al. 2006: 305), or as Petterson et al. (2006: 653) 
argue, building employers where not penalized for hiring illegal workers and they could even 
lower the wages, making working in the area less desirable for non-illegal workers5

                                                 
4 The Times Picayune, ‘Black, Hispanic Numbers Jump. N.O. nearing pre-storm ratio’, by Michella Krupa. May 
14, 2009.  

. The 
Hispanic workers therefore had not the same ‘struggle for survival ’ as the poor pre-Katrina 
New Orleans population. Many residents had to leave the city or could not come back, and 
therefore: “accompanying the departure of the city’s poor population was its supply of 
minimum-wage workers” (Johnson 2006: 142), attracting even more new people.  

5 This topic is further explored in chapter 3.2: ‘Latino immigrants/ construction workers’, and chapter 3.2.1: 
‘History, the Davis-Bacon Act’.  
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The population of New Orleans has always had a large black community. Since the hurricane 
this number has decreased (and maybe gone up again). The racial ‘issue’ is always well 
described and reported on in articles and books about New Orleans and hurricane Katrina. 
With this thesis I would like to take another stance; that of viewing events within terms of 
space, time and chances.   
 
§ 1.3 A Time of Opportunity  
“The reconstruction stage of a disaster may be at time of opportunity for change.” 
(Fothergill et al. 1999: 167) 
 
Fothergill et al. (1999) introduced ‘the people who came’ as opportunity seekers, people who 
came because of the physical and social changes Katrina (and the government) have ‘created’. 
In this sentence, two words are particularly interesting: ‘reconstruction’ and ‘opportunity’. 
According to the Oxford Guide to English Language (1985: 471) reconstruction stands for 
“construct or build or enact again. Restore to its original form.” And opportunity signifies the 
“circumstances suitable for a particular purpose” (1985: 433). In this light, what Fothergill et 
al. (1999) state, is that the restoration phase of New Orleans (going back to its original form) 
could be a circumstance suitable for a particular purpose: change. Within this sentence thus 
lies a slight contradiction because it suggests that instead of going back to the old, original 
form, there is room for a new form. Hence, what is this reconstruction exactly? And 
furthermore: whose opportunity is it? During fieldwork the  answers to these questions started 
to take a more significant form. When people gave their information, some of them did this 
with the idea of opportunity. In the chapters to come these opportunities will be further 
explored, by using the term ‘opportunity’ when referred to (implicitly or explicitly) and when 
observed. It is in the last chapter (4) where all these forms of opportunity will be taken in and 
brought together. 
 
The city of New Orleans has as indicated, been a city of various cultures and races. In time it 
has seen an influx of a black community within a white society. Other ethnical, cultural and 
racially diverse groups of people have found their way to New Orleans, establishing a 
multicultural city. Only, there is an aspect of this entire population that has not been looked 
into yet in this thesis:  that of geographical place-making. For New Orleans this place-making 
has (historically) had the form of segregation.   
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§ 1.4 A City of Segregation  
“Hurricane Katrina created a moment in which the reconstruction of the city allowed for a 
reconstruction of the racial order.”  
(Fussel 2007: 855) 
 
The poorer residents lived in certain areas of the city, like the Lower Ninth Ward, whereas the 
more wealthy lived nearer to the city’s centre and vibrant French Quarter and the Garden 
District. Both groups where for a larger part residentially segregated. According to Fussel 
(2007: 851) “the residential segregation of New Orleans occurred in stages in the course of 
the twentieth century. (..) Blacks became the low-skill, low-wage labour force (..) through an 
interlocking system of unequal educational opportunities, residential segregation and 
employment discrimination”. Although as explained earlier, some residential segregation 
already occurred when New Orleans grew from a settlement to a city. After the African slaves 
attained freedom, they started to live in the city’s low-lying areas. 
 The segregation was also seen during the aid and governmental response after Katrina. 
As Masozera et al. (2006) and Elder et al. (2007) show, the low income residents were 
“disadvantaged during the response phase due to lack of transportation” (Masozera et al. 
2006: 303). This non-mobility resulted in (deadly) casualties, not seen among the mobile and 
upper-class groups of the New Orleans population. 
 
Nowadays the city is still segregated. And although the city is very multicultural, people tend 
to only associate with people from their own groups. As one friend said: “blacks and whites 
live in the same city and will say they love their neighbours and love each other. But they 
hardly mix. They are living together, apart”.6

 
 

Drawing attention on several neighbourhoods that are heavily segregated (i.e. the French 
Quarter, Garden District and the Lower Ninth Ward), some of the neighbourhoods have more 
diverse populations. Mid-City is one of such neighbourhoods.  
 
§ 1.4.1 Mid-City 
Mid-City is one of many neighbourhoods in New Orleans. As one of the bigger communities, 
it has a very diverse population. A variation in socio-economical status can best be seen when 
one goes from the more ‘upper-class’ neighbourhood of Bayou St. John, to the more ‘lower-

                                                 
6 Informal conversation with Matt, a young man who came to live in New Orleans after hurricane Katrina to do 
disaster relief work. April 12, 2009.  
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class’ housing of the people living near the I-10 (a highway going through Mid-City. Also see 
appendix 2 and 3 for maps).   
 This neighbourhood represents largely what the city looks like: poor and wealthy, 
living together apart. In some of the neighbourhoods one can find a more homogenised group 
(of either the wealthy or the poor). The focus of my fieldwork (literature, questioning and 
investigation) lies on Mid-City because it represents the city as a whole. It also has a more 
practical argument: in chapter 2 an overview of the so called ‘Master Plan’ is given. In order 
to not exaggerate too much, the my research had to be narrowed down to a comprehensible 
‘space’ about which the people talked and in which they (or others) live.  
 
§ 1.5 A ‘new’ New Orleans 
“After the worst natural disaster in the city’s history, it hardly requires a leap of faith to 
propose that the “new” New Orleans will have a geographical footprint different from that of 
the old New Orleans.”   
(Johnson 2006: 139) 
 

Several scholars (e.g. Jones et al. 2008; Michna 2006; Popkin et al. 2006; Turner 
2006; Zedlewski 2006) use the term ‘new’ New Orleans to indicate the city as a changed, 
post-Katrina New Orleans. By referring to New Orleans in adding an additional ‘new’ they 
stress that there has been such an alternation that the name New Orleans is not enough in 
order to show the major impact hurricane Katrina has made. By stating this, the city’s name 
changes into a term which makes it more identifiable (one immediately knows one is 
discussing the post-Katrina era), and (consequently) it becomes an object of research. It 
becomes an object since it for example no longer identifies New Orleans as a whole (i.e. in 
history), but identifies a specific time in the history of the city, namely the ongoing time after 
the hurricane. However these scholars that use the term never conceptualize or question it. 
However, during my fieldwork none of my informants (neither scholars nor non-scholars, 
during formal or informal conversations and observations) have used the term ‘new’ New 
Orleans, or ‘new’ New Orleanian to describe the present-day city and its current inhabitants. 
By which the question comes to mind if this term of having a ‘new’ New Orleans is a suitable 
one.  

In the everyday discourse the additional ‘new’ has no significance in time, but in the 
emotional ties of the population to its people and place. When using the term in an interview 
with Bill, director of a PR company, he tells me that “the term ‘new’ New Orleanian, raises 
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my eyebrow because an aspect of it is the exclusion of the ‘old’ one”7

 

. To Bill, this is a 
concern, since he wants all former New Orleanians to come back to the city. His opinion 
about the ‘new’ is emotional, since New Orleanians ‘roots run deep’, not to be surpassed by 
an academic term.  

The additional ‘new’ can have a rather negative connotation since it means it will be build 
onto something ‘old’. The question comes to mind what exactly this term tries to capture. 
Could it be that ‘new’ New Orleans is a symbol of opportunity itself?  
 
As shown, there can be different views on the same topic (or in this case: city and people). A 
comparable duality in views can be observed within the production of space. Every setting 
where people live, as in the urban setting of New Orleans, there are certain ways in which 
people ‘use’ and ‘produce’ the product of that space. There is a division between the 
production of space as seen from the people who invent space (and spatial products) and the 
people who live, act and thus construct this invented space. In the following paragraph, this 
concept of space will be further explored. 
 
§ 1.6 The Production of Space 
As mentioned in the introduction of this thesis, Henri Lefebvre (1991) has set forth a view 
regarding the production of space. Although Lefebvre draws on two overlapping triads to give 
an explanation about the production of space, in this thesis a duality will be employed. Before 
explaining this duality, an introduction into ‘the production of space’ is given.  
 
Lefebvre wrote La production de l’espace in 1974, only to be translated in 1991 as The 
Production of Space. Lefebvre introduces several triads by which space can be structured and 
analyzed as being both spatial theory and social theory. According to Lefebvre, space is a 
social product. And social space “has a part to play among the forces of production, a role 
originally played by nature, which it has displaced and supplanted” (italics in original, 
Lefebvre 1991: 349). He derived his ideas about space from Marx. Lefebvre is using Marx as 
“a point of departure and taking full account of space” (Westfall 1994: 346). Regarding the 
statement that ‘space is a social product’, Simonsen (1992: 81) argues that: “Social space 
cannot be compared to a blank page upon which a specific message can be inscribed and 
deciphered”. So space is not an object or a ‘thing’. It is a dialectic production in which social 
space has dislocated ‘nature’. At the same time space is a product. It should be seen as “a 

                                                 
7 Semi-structured, taped interview with Bill. May 14, 2009. 
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‘second nature’ (..), as a set of relations that intervenes in production itself. Space is not 
isolated as a static concept; it is dialecticized in the dual role of product-producer”. 
 
Several authors have reviewed or used specific theories from The Production of Space8

 

. The 
majority of these scholars state two specific triads as the most important of the book. These 
two triads are also the most important to understand and analyze social, mental and physical, 
or material, social spaces. Shown in italic form, the first triad distinguishes spaces as 
perceived, conceived and lived. The second triad which amplifies the first, according to 
Gottdiener (1993) and Lefebvre himself (1991), is that of space being simultaneously a 
spatial practice (an externalized, material environment), a representation of space (a 
conceptual model used to direct practice), and a space of representation (the lived social 
relation of users to the environment) (Gottdiener 1993: 131).  

 Spatial practice: the perceived 
Swyngedouw (1992: 318) argues that space is produced through the conflictual unity of both 
spatial triads. That is to say “the perceived is captured as spatial practices, which embraces 
production and reproduction and are expressed in daily routines, in the practice of everyday 
life”. Modan (2007: 309) illustrates spatial practice as the following: “actions are evaluated 
based (in part) on where they occur, and places are evaluated in part through the actions 
which are carried out there”. Places can create certain actions, and certain actions can create 
places. Spatial practice “are the everyday practices that people perform in any given arena; 
these will be considered by some as appropriate for that place, and by others as inappropriate” 
(ibid: 309). It is the actual (spatial) place that people share and where they ‘perform’ their 
actions. It is the place where people interact and meet.   
 
 Representations of space: the conceived 
The second part of the first triad is “the conceived, [that] embodies representations of space, 
which are tied to the relation of production and to the “order” those relations impose. It is the 
conceptualized (discursively constructed) space” (Swyngedouw 1992: 318). This constructed 
space is produced and used by urban planners, (urban) geographers, architects, and 
academics. They “codify, textualize, and hence represent space” (ibid: 318).  According to 
Modan (2007: 311) the representations of space “are conceived and put forth by the people 

                                                 
8 Authors that have reviewed or used specific theories from  The Production of Space: Brenner  2000; Gottdiener 
1993; Low & Lawrence-Zúñiga 2008; McCann 1999; Modan 2007; Molotoch 1993; Unwin 2000; Simonsen 
1992; Swyngedouw 1992; Westfall 1994. 
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that a society endows with professional power over space. They have the power to translate 
their representations into actual built form”. It is the dominant structures of knowledge and 
ideology. These people have a certain power in inventing, conceiving and evaluating space. 
Gottdiener (1993: 131) also considers Lefebvre’s abstract space, which could be considered 
as a form through which the representations of space could be made meaningful: “it is the 
hierarchical space that is pertinent to those who wish to control social organization”. ‘They’ 
can be political rulers, people with economical interest, planners et cetera. The representation 
of space can be conceived by people who have the power to do so.  
 
 Spaces of representation: the lived 
The third part of the first triad is that of the lived space or representational space (i.e. spaces 
of representation) which “embodies complex symbolisms. It is the space of symbols and 
images, which the imagination continuously seeks to change and appropriate” (Swyngedouw 
1992: 318). “People experience spaces of representation through the symbolic systems and 
images that they used or saw in interpersonal interactions. Connected to real life in a more 
direct way” (Modan 2007: 311). Lived spaces come from experience with the knowledge they 
have of that space. These experiences create spaces of representation. Alongside this, 
Gottdiener (1993: 131) adds Lefebvre’s social space, which “arises from practice- the 
everyday lived experience that is externalized and materialized through action by all members 
of society, even the rulers”. 
  
Recapitulated this means that spatial practice is what one can see on the street. It is the 
(inter)action with and within space. The representation of space happens on a hierarchical or 
abstract level: people who have influence over space and how they construct it. And the last, 
space of representation, is more intimate: how do people actually live in a space and how do 
they form this space in their imagination and how do they symbolize it?  
 
 Conducting fieldwork: conceptualizing space 
The Production of Space presents an elaborate and difficult framework which is hard to define 
and conceptualize, or as Unwin (2000: 14) explains: “reading The Production of Space can be 
compared to walking across quicksand, or tying to find the end of a rainbow”. The models of 
Lefebvre’s triads have proven to be difficult to grasp. 
  
Of all of the authors stated in this subparagraph, only Modan (2007) actually applied 
Lefebvre’s theory whilst conducting fieldwork in a culturally diverse Washington D.C. 
neighbourhood. The other authors have only used ‘the production of space’ to explain space 
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within a theoretical framework (book reviews and the like) whereas Modan analyses the 
theory with contemporary and applied research.  
 According to her, it was difficult to distinguish between spatial practice and the space 
of representation because of the similar ‘population’ and undistinguishable answers they gave 
(when do people perceive their space and when are they talking about their lived space?). 
Furthermore, Modan makes an additional part of the ‘triad’, or better said: she makes one 
‘representation’ out of the representation of space (the conceived) and the space of 
representation (the lived), because they are “subsets of a larger category of representation, 
with the subsets being distinguished by who uses the representations – those with power over 
space versus those who live in or use a space” (Modan 2007: 312). She then adds ideologies 
of place which are symbolic systems that contribute to the production of social space (ibid: 
316). 
 
As Modan, I too had difficulty making a distinction between spatial practices and the space of 
representations, because of the similarity between how these two appear within space: both 
are actions and representations of how people live and use space within an urban setting. 
Although Modan has employed a newly formed triad, there are similarities between her triad 
and the employed duality in this thesis. Whereas she has made one ‘representation’ out of the 
two, in this thesis this larger category of ‘representation’ embodies the duality. Within one 
part of the duality (space of representation) the spatial practice is added because as said, they 
are so similar. There is thus a division between, on the one hand, representation of space (the 
conceived), and on the other hand, spatial practice together with spaces of representation (the 
perceived and lived). A distinction will be made between the people that conceive space, and 
the people that perceive/ live space. 
 This all means that on the one hand there are the professionals, people who studied 
space, such as architects, urban developers and planners. They conceive and ‘invent’ the 
space people are going to live in. On the other hand there are people that shape and construct 
this space: the residents of New Orleans. Within this group are also the people that build the 
space: construction workers. Professionals often have the power to make a place, to present a 
well constructed idea about what space should look like and what function it could (or should) 
have. The shapers and builders of this space have a fewer power in ‘inventing’ space. They 
have not the power to ‘invent’ a space since they have in regard to the professionals, a lack of 
knowledge. However, this does not mean they do not have any power -and knowledge- over 
the space they shape, since they are agents. They thereby have a large influence over how 
they ‘use’ space, how they ‘use’ the product of space, thereby altering the production of space 
(and therefore being a production of space itself).  
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 For example, in New Orleans one can find many neutral grounds which are spaces in 
between two lanes, sometimes having a streetcar line going through it. There are sidewalks on 
the other sides of the lanes. At night many people use the neutral grounds instead of walking 
on the lit up sidewalks. The sidewalk is an ‘invented’ space to use for walking on. The 
streetcar lane, when it is used as a walking path, becomes a commodified and constructed 
space.  
 It must be said that professionals can be shapers too, since they can be the ‘inventors’ 
at some times –for example when seen merely as representatives of their work-, but can be 
shapers when using the space in their free-time, thereby showing the variety of identities 
every person, and city has. Every person (either professional or shaper) can have a multiple or 
shifting identity. Both groups are part of the same city. They are both part of the urban 
population. Therefore a clear-cut difference between the two groups can never be fully 
employed, since (as every urban setting) New Orleans is very layered and her population has 
multiple appearances. Although a clear-cut difference cannot be made, both groups seem to 
have a different approach of producing space. Where the professionals can make initial plans, 
it are the inhabitants of New Orleans who have to live within this space. As examined in the 
second and third chapters, the professionals have a vision of the city as becoming a better and 
safer place. The citizens have a voice in evaluating these plans. But how far does this voice 
reach? And what exactly is it that the citizens indicate in the meetings where these plans are 
proposed? Furthermore, in what terms do citizens themselves describe the city they live in? 
Do both groups (the professionals and the shapers) envision the same product of space? And 
subsequently: do they envision the same production of space?  
 In the following two chapters both sides of producing space will be explored. Chapter 
2 gives the professional viewpoint, chapter 3 gives the viewpoint of the shapers and 
constructers of space. In chapter 4 both viewpoints are overlaid.  
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Chapter 2 
Conceiving Space. ‘The Professional View’  
 
 
 It was my second day in New Orleans and I was very anxious to see what the city looked like. 
On my way down to the French Quarter, the streetcar passed several big buildings that where 
unoccupied and looked worn out, old and dirty. After having spent some time in the tourist 
areas, I walked to Canal street to catch the next streetcar back to the hostel. While waiting, a 
middle-aged lady started to talk. “You know, that used to be one of the LSU9 buildings, but 
now, you know, it’s looking like that. It has been almost four years now [hurricane Katrina], 
and it’s still looking like that. You know, it was horrible but every time we still have to look at 
it and see it again”. The building was about 10 stories high, with unwashed windows and no 
activity inside of it, to me it looked a bit daunting. “You should have come a couple of days 
ago” the lady continued, “when there was a big fire next door”, one could still see the 
remnants of a former factory, where, according to the lady ‘some squatters or homeless 
people had found their home’. Within a few days all the debris was cleared away and a few 
weeks later a new asphalt parking lot was created.10

 
 

New Orleans has become a city open to numerous interpretations of how to use and produce 
the space that was altered by the hurricane(s). The daunting buildings and new parking lot are 
examples of these new interpretations. Within these interpretations, there was room for my 
analysis of this space as a newcomer. To me these buildings looked worn out, dirty an old. 
The lady saw something else: buildings that reminded her of hurricane Katrina. To her it was 
the physical remains of a terrible event in history. The squatters or homeless people had found 
a place to sleep in the old factory, altering the ‘code’ of that place by making it a place to 
sleep (instead of a place to work). And there was room for the interpretations of the people 
who decided to clear away the debris and make a parking lot out of it. In this chapter the 
interpretations of this latter group will be further examined. They are the professionals who 
have (re)produced the actual space of the former factory. 
 
In this chapter the first part of the duality of producing space will be explored: that of creating 
and ‘inventing’ space by professionals. The professional approach of producing space, or 
conceived space, is the same as Lefebvre’s representations of space. They “are a society’s 
                                                 
9 LSU stands for Louisiana State University. Also see appendix 1: Abbreviations.  
10 Informal conversation on February 10, 2009. 
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dominant systems of knowledge about spaces and dominant ways of conceiving of and 
evaluating spaces” (Modan 2007: 311). They are conceived by people with professional 
power, for example the planners that constructed the parking lot. “They have the power to 
translate their representations into actual built form” (ibid: 311). The people who have this 
power to translate their representations are urban planners, academics, “(..) technocratic 
subdividers and social engineers (...) all of whom identify what is lived and what is perceived 
with what is conceived” (Lefebvre 1991: 38/39). These professionals “codify, textualize, and 
hence represent space” (Swyngedouw 1992: 318). They (planners et cetera) therefore 
represent, and are represented by the space that they conceptualize and construct. They use 
and produce space in forms of knowledge, signs and codes. Representations of space are “shot 
through with a knowledge (savoir) – i.e. a mixture of understanding (connaissance) and 
ideology – which is always relative and in the process of change. Such representations are 
thus objective, though subject to revision”11

 
 (italic in original form, Lefebvre 1991: 41).  

Within the urban geography discipline, there has been a new and upcoming idea about how to 
plan and create new urban environments. This way of thought is called ‘New Urbanism’. It is 
a way of thought about how cities have to be walkable, interconnected, have mixed houses, be 
diverse et cetera.12

 

 In the last century there have been many forms of shaping and 
constructing the lived (urban) environment, which has illustrated new ways of modernity, or 
were a reflection of a new modernity. The conceived space is subject to new ideas and 
modern styles and thoughts of producing space. These modern ways are not (always) locally 
constructed and can have national and even international influences. The ideas can be shaped 
and remodelled onto the space they are going to occupy. 

After hurricane Katrina, many houses where demolished and many of its former residents did 
not live in the city anymore. The city’s government wanted to start as soon as possible with 
rebuilding. An overview of how this came into being is given in the following subparagraph. 
In all the paragraphs to come in this chapter, examples are given (and explored) of how 
professionals ‘create’ space. How they codify and textualize this space? (Subparagraphs ‘The 
Master Plan’ and ‘Zoning’). Do professionals ‘show their power’? If yes: how?  (Paragraphs 

                                                 
11 The Production of Space was originally written in French. Translator Donald Nicholson-Smith sometimes 
refers to the exact French word, since some of the words used by Lefebvre can not be translated literally, since 
they than loose their accuracy.    
12 Several professionals talked about this ‘new way of thought’. This information was found on 
www.newurbanism.org  

http://www.newurbanism.org/�
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‘Public Housing Projects’ and ‘Bioscience Plans/ Hospitals’). Hence, in what way do the 
professionals in New Orleans (re)produce space?  
 
§ 2.1 The Master Plan 
The New Orleans City Planning Commission (CPC) had since the 1990’s, been working on a 
plan to revitalize the city. The first vision document was issued in 1992, and re-energized in 
1997. Between 1997 and 2005 some elements of the so called New Century New Orleans 
Plan and Comprehensive Zoning Ordinance Project (CZO), were approved. Meanwhile, some 
neighbourhoods had their additional plans called Renaissance Plans, that where set in 
progress since 1994 and of which some parts were accomplished just before hurricane 
Katrina. 
 A month after the storm, Mayor Nagin appointed the Bring New Orleans Back 
Commission (BNOB Commission) to prepare a recovery plan together with the Urban Land 
Institute (ULI). They issued the plan by the end of 2006 but it was not further applied, as it 
was a local plan and the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) was not allowed 
to fund it. In the meantime the City Council started funding its own plans for the 
neighbourhoods that had experienced flooding. These plans came to be known as the 
Neighbourhood Rebuilding Plans, better known as the Lambert Plan. Neighbourhoods started 
making (Lambert) plans between March and September 2006, but these too were not 
submitted to the CPC and did not meet the Louisiana Recovery Authority (LRA) funding 
requirements. The Unified New Orleans Plan (UNOP) did meet the LRA planning 
requirements and was approved by the end of May 2007. In addition to the official plans, 
some neighbourhoods, groups and districts had their own plans: the Independent (or 
Individual) District and Neighbourhood Plans.13

 All of these pre- and post-Katrina plans are the foundation for the Master Plan, since 
the basis of this plan are the critics and concerns mentioned in those previous plans. In 
November 2008, the Master Plan and a new CZO (now working together with the city’s 
planners instead of working as a separate department) were approved and the ‘2009-2030 
New Orleans Master Plan’ was given ‘the force of law’. A 20-year planning process was set 
in motion. Boston-based planning and architecture firm Goody-Clancy has been given the 
task to carry out the assignment and to lead a team of experts.     

 

 

                                                 
13 General information found on website from New Orleans Master Plan, Working Draft. 
www.nolamasterplan.org. Zedlweski (2006: 1) makes similar remarks.  

http://www.nolamasterplan.org/�
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 Meeting the professionals 
Through community meetings and e-mailing, I got in contact with people aligned to Goody-
Clancy. The first one to contact me was Jeffrey, a young man who had just got his urban 
planner degree and is the director of Broad Community Connections (BCC), a neighbourhood 
development organization on Broad Street. The organization is relatively young, founded in 
January 2008. It is a revitalization organization for the poor neighbourhoods that are around 
Broad street, “so that’s Mid-City, Treme, Bayou St. John and Lower Mid-City14

 A couple of days later I have an interview with James, president of the Greater New 
Orleans Bioscience Economic Development District. He is a middle-aged man, who was 
involved in some of the former plans as well, and has his own view on them all. As he tells 
me, this is the third generation of Master Planning. Right after the hurricane there was the 
Bring New Orleans Back Plan, as he describes as “very controversial, very forward looking, 
but it was done by elites. And it was tried to be solved from the top-down”. The next plan (or 
generation) were the Lambert Plan and the UNOP plan “which was more of the bottom-up 
approach, and really tried to bubble up from the neighbourhood, without really 
implementation strategy”. So now there were two sides of planning: top-down and bottom-up, 
neither one of them was put into action. According to James, both sides are now frustrated. 
On the address of the top-down approach he then adds: “the top-down people had the original 
plan, which looked great and looked phenomenal”, and adds in a sarcastic manner: “it had all 
the answers, it was the textbook, absolutely this was the way you had to do it, according to 
those who really know”. To him this way of thinking was “really scary”. The third (and last) 
generation is that of the Master Plan, that (in contraire to the former plans) has “a totally 
different set of players”. 

”, says Jeffrey 
when explaining what BCC is all about.  

 
About three weeks after the community meeting, someone else contacts me: Raphael. He too 
got my information via Goody-Clancy. Raphael is a senior urban planner for GCR & 
Associates, Inc. This is an urban planning firm that also does technology consulting, and 
geographic information systems work. They have been in the New Orleans area since the late 
1970’s. Raphael told me that his firm was already known with Goody-Clancy: “We had 
worked with Goody-Clancy for one of the recovery plans for the city which was completed 
back in 2007, so that’s where that relationship started”. The city had put out a proposal 

                                                 
14 Some people now call the Tulane-Gravier neighbourhood ‘Lower Mid-City’. For a map of this area, also see 
appendix 2 (and 3). 
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request for a new plan, and because Goody-Clancy was already known with his firm they got 
the job.  
 
The question can be asked if these ‘totally different set of players’ as mentioned by James, 
really are so different. GCR & Associates, Inc. already had a connection with Goody-Clancy 
and the Bioscience and medical plans were already in the making since the 1980’s. Only BCC 
can in this respect be seen as ‘a different player’. By the end of 2007, they concluded a study 
called Broad Connections15, which presented ‘the results of a commercial district planning 
process conducted from January to May 2007 by graduate students in MIT16

 

’s Revitalizing 
Urban Main Streets class (Jeffrey was one of these students) in conjunction with a Steering 
Committee of Broad Street neighbourhood residents, community organizations, and business 
owners’. From this study, BCC came into existence. The residents, organizations and business 
owners could not get their proposal passed, so they made an alliance with MIT. In this 
respect, BCC thereby became a more professional community organization since the students 
were all to become qualified urban planners (one of them even became the director). BCC is a 
different player, but an educated one. 

The quoted three professionals have given me information about numerous topics. The most 
information they gave was about the Master Plan. Before expressing their opinions, let us first 
take a look at what the Master Plan is17

 
.  

 The Master Plan: textualizing space 
“This plan and its zoning are intended to support residents in achieving the vision for their 
city that emerged from the planning process: New Orleans in 2030 as a city of unique 
neighbourhoods and diverse communities with rich legacies, all of whose citizens benefit as 
they join together to build a city of greater opportunity and equity, liveability, sustainability 
and a commitment to translating plans into action”.18

(New Orleans Master Plan, Working Draft 2009) 
  

 

                                                 
15 For the entire plan: 
http://broadcommunityconnections.org/pdf/BroadConnections_Fall2007Update_Final_Linked.pdf 
16 MIT stands for Massachusetts Institute for Technology. Also so appendix 1:  Abbreviations.  
17 For a map of the Master Plan of District 4 (Mid-City) see appendices 4 & 5, representing their first map and a 
reviewed map (after the first and very tumultuous Mid-City Community Meeting).  
18 From the NO Master Plan working draft, executive summary. (www.nolamasterplan.org). The executive 
summary: https://www.communicationsmgr.com/projects/1371/docs/090324_ExecSumm-FINAL.pdf.  

http://broadcommunityconnections.org/pdf/BroadConnections_Fall2007Update_Final_Linked.pdf�
http://www.nolamasterplan.org/�
https://www.communicationsmgr.com/projects/1371/docs/090324_ExecSumm-FINAL.pdf�
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New Orleans has always been a city of unique neighbourhoods and diverse communities (as 
specified by Jackson 2006: 55; Popkin et al. 2006: 23; Zedlewski 2006: 1). Although the CPC 
(that has written this working draft), seems to be saying in the last sentence, that New Orleans 
has to stay the same (the unique neighbourhoods and diverse communities), while becoming 
better (building a city of greater opportunity and equity et cetera). A statement that strongly 
resembles the ‘opportunity for change’ by Fothergill et al. (1999). 
 So how is the CPC going to stay the same while becoming better? They really want to 
‘commit to translating [this] plan into action’, through using three key principles: first they 
want to encourage economic growth; secondly: using new growth to bring New Orleanians 
back from the Diaspora to good jobs, good housing, and good quality of life; and the third 
principle: drawing new residents to the city, bringing new investment and jobs.19

 These principles can be read top-down, since they use the term ‘growth’ firstly as 
economic growth that (secondly) will bring New Orleanians back to good jobs (et cetera) 
which will draw in (thirdly) new residents, who will bring new investments and jobs. One 
could even see these principles as a circular process since it can be expected that ‘bringing 
new investment and jobs’ will ‘encourage economic growth’. Within this circular process, 
New Orleans will stay the same, while becoming better. It looks like if this is quite an 
undertaking since there will be (and already are) many different ideas and perspectives of 
what ‘staying the same’ and ‘becoming better’ mean, let alone how they are going to try to 
bring New Orleanians back before drawing new residents, all in a time of a worldwide 
economic downfall.  

 It is a vision 
of an entire city, as articulated by professionals. 

 
With this working draft, the CPC proposed a plan that can be seen as an example of how 
professionals try to textualize the space they intend to ‘invent’ or (re)create. Raphael actually 
explains the Master Plan in quite a metaphorical way of this textualized space: “the Master 
Plan can be compared to a bookshelf with a number of different volumes and one of the 
volumes is land-use”. On this bookshelf land-use is just a piece (one volume). All volumes 
together “establish the city[’s] policy for almost everything. They are the building blocks of a 
good liveable, sustainable, prosperous place”, giving resonance to the idea that professionals 
have an ideology of the space they codify and textualize (C.f. Swyngedouw 1992: 318). 
 
Interesting is that Raphael uses almost the same words as written in the Master Plan about 
what the Master Plan is supposed to do: they ‘are the building blocks for a good liveable, 

                                                 
19 From the NO Master Plan working draft (www.nolamasterplan.org). 

http://www.nolamasterplan.org/�
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sustainable, prosperous place’ vis-à-vis the Master Plans ‘build a city of greater opportunity 
and equity, liveability, sustainability’. He shows there is a certain language the planners use in 
order to present the content of the Master Plan.  
 
 The professionals’ opinions 
When I asked James about his opinion on the Master Plan, he responded that there has to be 
some action undertaken because he is ‘tired of it’ and ‘exhausted’ for yet again, having to 
work on a new plan. He takes on a rather sceptical approach: “I don’t think it was necessarily 
a smart thing to put the force of law on until it was approved. They [the members of the 
board] didn’t really know what they were approving and didn’t really know what they were 
voting on”. Almost four years after the hurricane had hit, there was finally a plan on the table 
that had bottom-up and top-down approaches. Maybe more people were ‘tired’ of the whole 
planning process. What is certain is that this plan will be executed, since it has been given the 
force of law. 
 
When going to community meetings and talking about the Master Plan with New Orleanians, 
a lot of mistrust about the Master Plan was stated. It seems like there are still some doubts 
about this new plan, even if it has been given the force of law. When I stress this observation 
of mistrust (in Mid-City) to Jeffrey, he replied: “I don’t think [Goody-Clancy is] doing things 
without generally good intensions. (..) But I think the neighbourhoods perceive this as 
something more militias and more ‘the neighbourhood isn’t this and shouldn’t be going in that 
direction’. So I think, there’s a disconnect there”. Jeffrey thinks that a lot of the mistrust has 
been built up because of the history of planning after Katrina. “It’s very top-down, a select 
group of people are pushing agendas. And to a certain extent I think that has been somewhat 
true, although I think a lot of people feel there’s been a conspiracy when there’s not. It’s just a 
way planning processes work out”.   
 There are two important things Jeffrey said here: there is disconnect between Goody-
Clancy and the neighbourhoods, and there is a mistrust about the planning process 
(comparable to what James said about the BNOBP top-down approach). Besides that, he said 
something quite interesting in his last sentence, since it manifests a professional view on what 
he thinks people feel, and what it really is; ‘just a way planning processes work out’. Jeffrey 
himself is an urban planner and therefore has a more insightful understanding of how 
planning processes come about. Besides that, he (as James and Raphael) have more time to 
invest in understanding what this Master Plans exactly is, as supposed to an average citizen.  
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In this paragraph has been showed how the professionals have tried to use their knowledge to 
produce (the product that is) the Master Plan. All the professionals have insight in what it 
entails and have special interests in this plan. James, as director of the Bioscience 
development district for example, he has a big interest in accomplishing a ‘health district’ as 
will be further explored in paragraph 2.3.  
 In order to understand the textualized spaces there is a certain ‘language’ that is used. 
This language can also be seen as a form of ‘codes’ which can be read by the professionals 
who have the power to do so.  
 
§ 2.1.1 Zoning: Codifying Space 
When the Master Plan has been set, the zoning ordinance (CZO) will start working on where 
and how many units will be built. It is the classification of density and types of buildings the 
urban area may attain (also known as ‘zoning’). As Jeffrey explains: “zoning is what actually 
gives the Master Plan the force of law. (..) The Master Plan in itself is a legal document but 
the zoning is where it actually touches the ground”. For example, if in the Master Plan is 
documented  that a particular space will be ‘residential multi-family’, the CZO will decide 
how many people are actually going to live there. There are rules for different amounts of 
people in different parts of the city (like density specifications). “Land-use [the general 
outline of the Master Plan] sets the ‘roof’. It sets the general idea of what can be done in that 
area. But it’s the zoning ordinance, the very specific laws that actually dial down” (ibid). 
These ‘laws’ are how the spaces are codified. Jeffrey exemplifies that the land-use can be 8 
units per building, while the zoning could be only 4. “The land-use sets what is possible and 
then the zoning ordinance is what actually enforces it. The zoning could be much more 
restrictive” (ibid). These restrictive ways of enforcing the land-use into zoning regulations are 
professional codes are very technical and difficult to read. They “don’t read like a report or a 
plan, it reads like legal…law essentially. So it reads like an ordinance” (Raphael). As Raphael 
explains too, Goody-Clancy has actually appointed another firm to put together these 
regulations. This firm goes by the name of Camiros and is based in Chicago.  
 
The Master Plan is a plan about what can be done. The zoning corresponds to what will be 
done. Only, if zoning is codified to a professional way of producing space, how will the 
citizens of New Orleans be able to understand it?  When asking James about his about his 
opinion on zoning he says: “I don’t sit in the Master Plan committee; I sit in the zoning 
committee because the zoning is what is going to survive this. The Master Plan is the picture 
but the zoning is the construction of, or canvas and paint that make the picture. That’s what 
they [New Orleanians] really should be concerned about is on the zoning issues”.  
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 Although according to Jeffrey: “they [professionals at the community meetings] don’t 
really explain this. A citizen, even a well informed citizen, is not necessarily going to know 
[what ‘zoning’ is]”. During community meetings, the focus indeed lies on the land-use as 
proposed in the Master Plan. What do people think about all the multi-family units, for 
instance. There’s hardly any discussion about ‘zoning’. 
 According to Raphael: “Land-use is more general, and easier to understand than 
zoning. It’s also a starting point, (..) [it] establishes a general goal, a general policy. The land-
use (..) describes in more generic language what the optimal use is, essentially about every 
single property within the city”. What is explained to the citizens is the general starting point 
of a less complicated part of the Master Plan. The more difficult sides of this plan are not 
clarified, since it is only a small group of people who really understands this ‘language’. So 
although the professionals working on the Master Plan are trying to include the group of 
shapers and constructers (the residents of New Orleans/ Mid- City), they can never fully 
include them, since the two groups don’t speak the same language of codes. The professionals 
have a power of knowledge. How this ‘power’ can be used in changing an environment is 
explored in the next paragraph, namely in the context of the Public Housing Projects.  
 
§ 2.2 Public Housing Projects 
Finally I had found a place where I could hopefully stay during Mardi Gras festival. The 
prices of rent go up during that period of time and with my ever diminishing budget, I was 
quite excited to go and see this ‘new’ place. Waseem, a young medical student from Pakistan, 
picked me up at the hostel and we walked towards his place, what could become ‘my place’ as 
well. We were talking about some general things when suddenly a car pulled up besides us. 
“Do you want to die? You’re walking straight into the mouth of hell.” Two men in a pick-up 
truck looked at us. The driver, who had shouted the former with a hint of irritation, 
continued: “If you really want to die, this is the way to go!” I looked inquiring at Waseem, 
who replied that we were just going to his house, “it’s nearby”. “Well, you’d better hurry 
up!!” was the driver’s answer as he drove away. After a minute or two, he was back. 
Probably reversed his car in order to check up on us. “Where exactly are you going?” “Just 
across Orleans [street], we’re almost there”. He nodded and drove away again. I didn’t 
understand what just happened. “This is where the projects used to be”, so Waseem 
explained.20

 
  

                                                 
20 Informal conversation with Waseem, February 17, 2009.  
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Just after Katrina a lot of the Public Housing Projects (also known as ‘the projects’) were torn 
down, leaving big empty spaces in the New Orleans’ landscape. The fact that these spaces are 
still on the border between what they were and what they are now, is shown in the way the 
truck driver pulled up and expressed his opinion. Löfgren (2002: 271) sees these kind of 
borders as “liminal spaces. Of being betwixt and between, in transit”. Although Löfgren uses 
this theory in regard to actual border-crossing, it can be applied to the producing of space as 
well. The blight that is left in the above described Lafitte Housing Projects in Mid-City, 
represent the ‘in-betweenness’ of space. There is a part of history and a part of future within 
this space, with the present part in transit, being an open platform for (new and old) 
interpretations. What can the professionals do with these interpretations? Could it be that the 
new understandings identify an opportunity of change?  
 
Lets first go back to the reason why this and many other ‘projects’ were torn down. As James 
explains, the plans were “already made to tear them down, long before hurricane Katrina.” 
Jeffrey also told me that: “The plans had been laid long before Katrina ever happened”. When 
the hurricane had destroyed a lot of the housing in New Orleans, the federal government made 
the decision to tear them all down at once. The former (or pre-Katrina) plan had been to move 
the people around, deconstructing the projects one by one. But, so James describes: “once the 
residents were displaced, it just made it easier to do it all then”. According to Jeffrey this was 
considered very controversial since “those buildings that were virtually untouched by Katrina 
(..) could very easily be renovated, [but] were instead thorn down”. The reality of it was that 
is demolishing ‘the projects’  was going to happen anyway, but within a different time-frame. 
“The storm excused a lot of actions that wouldn’t have passed post of it” (Jeffrey). The 
federal government had the chance to demolish entire neighbourhoods, because of hurricane 
Katrina (especially the staying away of former residents). They saw an opportunity in 
(re)developing it all at once instead of gradually.  
 
Still, what exactly were these Public Housing Projects in New Orleans? Popkin et al. (2006) 
say that a small portion of the poor population received housing assistance, which made living 
costs lower for them, but on the downturn: “many had to cope with living in some of the 
nation’s worst public housing. (..) HUD had rated HANO21

                                                 
21 HANO: The Housing Authority of New Orleans, and  

 as one of the country’s worst 
performing housing authorities” (ibid: 18). According to Popkin et al., people living in ‘the 

HUD: The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development. Also see Appendix 1: 
Abbreviations.  
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projects’ witnessed high levels of violent crime, drug trafficking, intolerable physical 
conditions and other social ills. Because of all these bad circumstances, the housing authority 
had started to redevelop some of the city’s worst housing projects, well before Katrina. 
However some of these new developed communities (like new Desire and Florida) were 
destroyed by the hurricane.  
 
 Equal housing? 
Sitting on the front porch with my landlord, he told me that he had some people coming by 
that afternoon to see our next-door house. After having made a call to their former landlord, 
he heard these people where on federal assistance. He had made a follow up call to the 
federal department supplying this assistance, and had found out these people would only get 
payments for the upcoming 3 to 4 months, after which they had to pay by themselves. He told 
me that he already knew they were not going to ‘get’ the place, he would rather have people 
with a steady income, not dependent on federal assistance. He rather had people like us:  
working and paying monthly.  
 A lot of places in New Orleans are for rent. Driving through a random street will 
provide you at least one or two ‘places for rent’ signs, phone numbers written underneath it. 
When calling the owners or landlords, they would sometimes ask if we had ‘government 
support’. Additionally, in the housing section of a weekly free paper called The Gambit, one 
can find places for rent addressed per neighbourhood. Every once and a while these pieces 
would very explicitly state: ‘no Section 8’. The same thing can be said about some food 
markets: ‘Vouchers are not accepted’. 
 
The people that were given federal assistance or Section 8 vouchers, could not always find a 
new place to live because of the stigma of this assistance. “Some landlords fear that evacuees 
without jobs or resources will not be able to pay their rent for a full year. Others refuse to 
accept the federally mandated fair markets rents [for Section 8] when it is relatively easy to 
find tenants who can pay more” (Popkin et al. 2006: 21). Similar to what my landlord had 
expressed.  
 
When I stress this problem of not accepting people with federal assistance to Jeffrey, he said 
that there is equal housing laws in the United States. Landlords are not allowed to 
discriminate based on income, gender, race, religion, sexual persuasion et cetera. But then he 
explains that not everyone obeys these laws (since regulation is difficult). According to 
Jeffrey some landlords can be “slumlords who don’t maintain their buildings and know they 
are getting a set amount a month” and “some choose to exclude”. For landlords it could be a 
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way of making ‘easy’ money.  These “issues with the notion of concentrating poverty in one 
space have been discredited” (Jeffrey), which is the reason for demolishing the buildings. 
“But how to deal with that [discrediting], hasn’t been adequately resolved in New Orleans”. 
Jeffrey argues that New Orleans has been treated as a test case for theories that have not been 
tested yet, or have been tested in the United States, but were unsuccessful in other places. The 
‘in-between’ spaces that were formally the projects have become a space of opportunity for 
urban planners and the like, especially since they do not want to ‘go back’ to the former 
structure of concentrated poverty. 
 
 Gentrification 
Concentrating poverty is a form of segregation between the poor and the wealthy. Both the 
poor and the wealthy can become a compressed community where all the people living there 
are (to a certain extent) the same. When such communities, as in the case of New Orleans’ 
Public Housing, should get an ‘upgrade’, this is also known as gentrification.  
 Petterson et al. (2006: 660) argue that “by destroying much of the region’s 
[Mississippi Gulf Coast] older housing stock, the hurricanes created fresh incentives for 
gentrification”. Although some of ‘the projects’ where heavily hit by Katrina (like Desire and 
Florida), others were less hit and could have stayed – at least until the other projects were 
redeveloped. Still the government decided to demolish almost all of them, not leaving enough 
apartments to manoeuvre people from one place to the next. Maybe the demolition can have 
something to do with what Petterson et al. (2006: 661) argue further on in their article: 
“Communities will be reorganized, not just rebuilt (..) [which] could mean gentrification on a 
scale previously unimagined”. According to them the exclusion of poorest segments of the 
population will be to “strive to make the area cleaner, providing safer environments for 
tourists and reducing the continuing demand for social services” (ibid: 661), all of which are 
forms (or utterances) of gentrification.  
By demolishing ‘the projects’ and not giving the former residents a proper place to live, and 
by the exclusion of some fellow-citizens who do not obtain federal assistance, there seems to 
be a ‘gentrification plan’. Even landlords and food markets in a way underpin this 
‘gentrification plan’ by excluding certain forms of payment. On the topic of one of the 
projects (St. Thomas), Jeffrey states the following: 
 
 “They basically build one third of the housing units back for the people who lived there 
previously. It was very controversial, very poorly handled. In a lot of ways it was just the 
gentrification of that neighbourhood, which to a certain extent has to happen when you’re de-
concentrating poverty like that, but it doesn’t have to be handled in the way that it did”. 
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What Jeffrey is saying here is that when people are trying to de-concentrate poverty there will 
always be some sort of ‘upgrade’ of the neighbourhood (it is the goal actually). Thus a 
gentrification is not necessarily always a ‘bad’ or ‘wrong’ thing, it just needs to be handled 
right.  
 
There is another way of gentrification as well (or non-gentrification). In her book Turf Wars 
(2007) Modan explores the way in which people trough linguistic discourse gentrificate urban 
and sub-urban neighbourhoods. The way people talk about a certain place indicates how 
people think and thereby forms that particular place. In the introduction of this paragraph (2.2 
Public Housing Projects) the truck driver told us that “we were walking into the mouth of 
hell”, underscoring his opinion about the former projects. The buildings were already gone, 
only blight left. Yet to this man this place still represented a place where ‘people die’. So, 
although there might be plans to ‘upgrade’ the place, at least until this has been done the place 
will still represent a ‘no-go’ area in the mind of the driver.    
 
The moment of opportunity lies in the fact that ‘the projects’ are not there anymore. As an 
open space, it lies bear for new ideas and ideologies. A liminal space between past and future. 
 
§ 2.3 Bioscience Plans/ Hospitals 
There is a man standing in front of the church, giving away flyers. It is just before the April 
6th Mid-City community meeting starts. The flyer says:  
 
‘41 Organizations call on governor and city leaders for open process in decision-making for 
major hospitals. They ask Gov. Jindal for cost-benefit analyses of two competing LSU plans, 
and ask city Council and Planning Commission to include hospitals in the New Orleans 
Master Plan.’ 
 
People are upset about the major hospital plans because they feel that they do not have any 
say in it and are worried about how it is going to affect them. However, it is not only two 
hospitals that will be built. James, who is the President of the Greater New Orleans 
Bioscience Economic Development District, explains to me it is going to be a whole district 
with the two hospitals, a Veterans Affair (VA), an incubator, cancer research centre and a 
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gene therapy centre. Besides that, Xavier pharmaceutical school will also be included22

 

. Even 
more things will change while realizing these plans, as James explains:  

“One thing we try to create is a healthy, smart and sustainable neighbourhood. All I want to 
make sure is that you live nearby and that you could access the environment by bike or 
streetcar, and in-between there would be some shops and there would be a very dense urban 
neighbourhood, yet very liveable.” 
This ‘very dense urban neighbourhood’ is exactly placed on Mid-City. In the plan it is to 
become a vibrant place, where students and doctors can live, but also the people who earn a 
little less money. It is supposed to become a denser, yet very liveable neighbourhood. Here 
too can be seen a form of (the earlier considered discourse) of gentrification.  
 
James explains that the population they have as focus group exists of people with a high 
income, in a amount of people that was not there before. According to James, this group of 
people will have different housing standards (and if the plan would into existence: will 
gentrificate the neighbourhood). There are going to be up to about 6000 people working at the 
VA and LSU with an average salary of 90.000 dollars. “That doesn’t exist in this city right 
now. One of the things that I say is that we have to do workforce housing. What are they 
looking for? Safety, convenience, affordability, good schools, clinics and shopping.” 
 
Vis-à-vis the people that have to leave their home in order to build the LSU hospital: 
 
“and yes we’re going to lose 200 homes, but what are we going to create on the opposite end 
of this? (..) The people that are displaced here will be given the option of acquiring properties 
in other areas, or they can be given money to move their home to an area close by”.  
 
In order to ‘acquire’ a new property one has to be a homeowner and according to James, most 
of the people currently still living in these homes are renters. This means the renters will not 
have any claim to acquiring properties or money. A similar remark has been made by my 
neighbour Brock, whom I saw at one of the community meetings. He told me the people 
would be displaced without any compensation.23

 
 

                                                 
22 For a map, see appendix 6. 
23 Brock was my neighbour in Mid-City. He runs the Mid-City community garden. Observations and informal 
conversation March- May 2009. 
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On addressing the discontent of the Mid-City people, like for instance on the flyer, both 
Jeffrey and James are very critical about the way LSU has approached this plan: 
 
Jeffrey: “LSU, who is behind this planning are not listening to the community at all. They 
have a very top-down approach, it’s a very bully like approach. ‘We have the ball and I have 
all the money, and so you’ll have either have to listen to us or we’re going to go home”. 
 And James: “they [LSU] are the ones willing to build, and they are the ones not really 
willing to have a lot of discussion. And shame on them. They should be more willing to 
engage more. It would be a better project.” 
 
Both Jeffrey and James show they want to engage the public in decision-making, but state 
they themselves see some obstacles. All the professionals try to not make a plan that is top-
down by trying to include ‘the public’. Since they are professionals, this plan will neither be 
bottom-up, since the people working on it are not ‘the average citizen’. An ‘in-between’ 
negotiation or mediation space is what they envision for themselves.  
 
§ 2.4 Reflection 
“Representations of space have a practical impact, (..) they intervene in and modify spatial 
textures which are informed by effective knowledge and ideology” (italics in original, 
Lefebvre 1991: 42). 

In this chapter has been demonstrated in what way professionals conceive and invent 
New Orleans space. The professionals have a certain kind of power because of their 
knowledge which is expressed through the way they can codify and textualize space. Forms 
of social ‘upgrading’, or gentrification, have to provide better surroundings and living 
conditions for the people of New Orleans. The making of the Master Plan and Bioscience 
plans are expressing the ideas and thereby the ideologies which the professionals have of the 
New Orleans space. Although as illustrated do the professionals involve the residents into the 
decision-making as well, showing their intention of conceiving and producing space in a non-
elitist manner. Then again: they do have the power of knowledge and have networks of  
professional relations and speak the language of urban planning. In the paragraph of Public 
Housing Projects I had asked the question if the liminal spaces could identify an opportunity 
of change. They do, since they are already a way in which the government took the 
opportunity of the demolishing power of Katrina to thorn these buildings down. It are the 
professionals who are making plans of what these new open spaces should look like. 
Although, as will be shown in the next chapter, the residents have the power to change the 
perceptions of these spaces as well, only not in a textured way.  



- 37 - 
 

Having considered the professional viewpoint, in the next chapter will be explored in what 
way the non-professionals, or regular residents of New Orleans produce space.  
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Chapter 3 
Shaping and Constructing Space  
 
 
In this chapter the other part of the duality in producing space is explored, namely shaping 
and constructing space. The shaped and constructed space has its basis in Lefebvre’s spatial 
practice and spaces of representation (or representational spaces). Spatial practice “embraces 
production and reproduction, and the particular locations and spatial sets characteristic of each 
social formation. Spatial practice ensures continuity and some degree of cohesion” (Lefebvre 
1991: 33). The people who shape and construct have not a minor role to play in the 
production of space. They are, in fact, the ones that give meaning to this space. They are the 
ones that thus shape and reshape this space they live in, thereby producing space themselves. 
These shapers and constructers are all the people that live in New Orleans. Within this thesis, 
they are more specified to Mid-City and its ‘new’ population: the Hispanic immigrants who 
mainly came to the city as construction workers. This specific population has been and is 
currently still, playing a major role in (re)shaping and (re)constructing New Orleans’ space, 
both literally and figuratively. 
  
When people meet, they perform in a certain way with regard to what is ‘normal’ 
performance within that socially constructed space. For example: when a person steps into a 
church it is ‘normal’ not to talk in a very loud manner because it is a house of God. Although 
it is a building ‘like any other’, this building has a culturally distinct significance where 
people are supposed to act in a particular way.  
 
 Competence & (passive) performance 
According to Lefebvre (1991: 33) spatial practice has a notion of competence and 
performance. Lefebvre borrowed this idea from Chomsky. Modan (2007) clarifies the 
concepts as following: performance-based spatial activities are “activities, events and 
interactions that either occur within a geographical area or outside of it”. Competence-based 
spatial activities involve “being able to read a place” (ibid: 310). Not talking in a church is a 
form of performance-based spatial activity, because people get together and perform the 
activity of not talking. On the other hand, it is also a competence-based spatial activity since 
people have to be able to read this place as being a house of God and will act accordingly in 
this particular place.  
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 The church can also be seen as a symbol since it symbolizes the religion of people 
living in the surrounding neighbourhood. The church therefore, is a space of representation as 
well. This representational space is “space as directly lived through its associated images and 
symbols, and hence the space of ‘inhabitants’ and ‘users’. This is the dominated – and hence 
passively experienced – space which the imagination seeks to change and appropriate” 
(Lefebvre 1991: 39). Thus, every space can be seen as a representational space since –
especially in non-natural urban surroundings- people try to ‘make’ a place theirs, altering the 
codes of these spaces, and producing a new meaning. Although, as Lefebvre says too, people 
do not always (re)produce space in an active way. When people perform their daily routine of 
daily life it is a passive performance (it is what they do every day, therefore maybe better said 
it is a passively performed activity). Exactly this passive performance is what can make one 
group of people distinct from another group, and additionally: it can change a space in time. 
 An example of such passive performance in New Orleans’ Mid-City is the 
consumption of food. Right after hurricane Katina many of the restaurants, fast-food chains 
and grocery stores in Mid-City were not operational anymore, but the demand for food was 
still there. Some entrepreneurs saw an opportunity in this demand and opened up taqueria 
trucks (so Teree and Paul explain), but in the course of time these where banned from the city 
streets. Some of the owners of these trucks consequently opened up taqueria restaurants in 
Mid-City, thereby altering the scenery. The consumption of food of the Mid-City population 
is a passive performance, since people need to eat and there was little choice. Because of the 
radical change hurricane Katrina had brought, some people (in this example mainly 
Hispanics) had a way to change the passive performance of the population and thereby 
changed space within time, by establishing businesses that were not there before Katrina. The 
taqueria trucks and restaurants now symbolize the changing spaces in time.  
 
§ 3.1 Changing Space in Time: a General Observation 
The city of New Orleans has a very multicultural population as described in the first chapter. 
Every group has its cultural distinctions and has a different way of constructing life. These 
differences can stem from (apart or various) history, cultural performances in the native 
country, religion, language, adaption to a dominant system, socio-economical positions et 
cetera. It has made New Orleans an interesting and unique city to live in (Cf. Jackson 2006: 
55; Popkin et al. 2006: 23; Zedlewski 2006: 1). 
  
New Orleans has become even more diverse, since after the hurricane there has been an influx 
of several groups of people. These groups can be specified as (in random order): Latino 
immigrants;  researchers; volunteers; gutter punks and homeless people.  
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 The Latino immigrants predominantly came as construction workers to help rebuild a 
devastated city whereas the researchers (who come from various countries, ages and study 
backgrounds) came to study the city and its people after hurricane Katrina. The volunteers are 
mainly young men and women who came to do relief work after hurricane Katrina had hit. 
Some of them have since left the city, some of them stayed and another part left and came 
back. There is a ‘new’ group of volunteers as well, who came long after Katrina, but they are 
less likely to stay. Another group are the predominantly white youngster gutter punks, who 
squat empty buildings and travel between cities by illegally hopping on trains. Most of them 
are not (former) residents of New Orleans, in contrary to the homeless people of whom a 
bigger part was a resident and lived in New Orleans before Katrina. These homeless people 
are mainly male, of various ages and are mainly black and white. 
 All these groups are relatively transient. Especially the groups of researchers, ‘new’ 
volunteers, gutter punks and Latino immigrants (although, as will be explained later, this 
group is becoming less temporary). They seem to have a commonality in that they have a 
reason, or objective, to come to New Orleans. This objective can for example be ‘making 
money’, ‘writing a thesis’, or ‘out of sympathy and/ or ideology’. When the objective is 
achieved one can move away without restraint or set a new goal. These people can freely 
move and therefore can be seen as globals or free movers (Cf. Bauman 2006).  
 
Although these groups are (more or less) transient, people within these groups make up a big 
part of the city’s current population. Every group, transient or not, alters the way of thought, 
the culture, the perspective and therefore the space of New Orleans.  
The way in which people live and act within a given space has many forms. Crime, garbage 
and public organizations are all a part of these forms of living. They have an influence on 
people’s behaviour and are an expression of this behaviour. It are all forms of the ‘public 
marketplace’ of social interaction and its expressions. In the upcoming 3 subparagraphs these 
forms of living (the above stated) are made more insightful. It are all expressions of (active or 
passive) daily life. In daily life the ‘users’ of space construct their lived space, time and time  
again. Sometimes the spaces of social interaction become ‘common’ that were not ‘common’ 
before Katrina, like garbage (3.1.1). Sometimes they stay the same, although no-one really 
seems to ‘want’ this (i.e. crime 3.1.2) and every now and then social interaction evolves, like 
the creation of new public organizations (3.1.3). 24

                                                 
24 There is only a short time to conduct fieldwork for a Master thesis. Other topics (or forms) where considered 
too, but not enough research material was gathered to discuss them in full. Other topics where: poverty, racial 
and residential segregation and public transportation.  
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§ 3.1.1 Garbage 
A car stops just in front of the building. The door opens and closes. The man in the car just 
threw his McDonald waist bags on the ground. The wind picks it up, spreading it all around 
in the front yard. About a meter from the car was a trashcan. A girl stands next to it, she 
shakes her head. While putting out her cigarette and making an attempt to throw it in the 
trashcan, a man walks up to her: “Hey, you don’t need to do that, you can just throw it on the 
ground, that’s what the cleaners are for!”25

 
 

Trash is collected twice a week. Still certain parts of the city have a lot of trash laying around. 
One of the topics several informants bring up is that of waste and recycling. Many people 
view the city they live in as ‘second-rated’ or even as a ‘third-world’ city, partly because of 
the way in which everything  is thrown into the garbage can26

 Hillary, a young woman who came to New Orleans to do disaster relief work, and now 
living in New Orleans (again, she had moved a couple of times the last years), tells me what 
she thinks about the recycling in New Orleans.

. From cardboard to batteries 
and glass bottles, all can just be thrown away. It takes a big effort and it is costing the people 
money to re-cycle. Especially people who are not born in New Orleans see the ‘non-
recycling’ as a big issue.  

27

 

 Just after Katrina when she came to the city, 
she started her own non-profit organization (aligned to a bigger organization called Common 
Ground Relief). With this organization she started up the project to replant the city with new 
trees and vegetation. Especially the somewhat poorer neighbourhoods were ‘helped out’. Now 
a couple of years later, some of these plants can still be found. She would prefer to have more  
‘new trees’ and ‘beautiful flowers’ within the city. According to her, the way in which people 
handle the plants is also how they think about garbage. “It doesn’t seem to matter to them 
they are ruining this city by living this way. You have to live with nature, not fight it”. 

Garbage is a physical form of how people live and construct space. It can be seen as a ‘space-
product’. The way people deal with garbage is an utterance of how people treat space. 
Garbage also is a form of social cohesion since it can show a common care for the 
neighbourhood and the environment. It can also do the exact opposite. As Modan (2007)  
illustrates one can , by invoking filth into the public debate,  “delineate between purity and 
order,  and impurity and disorder” (ibid: 141).  Talking about garbage (and filth) could be a 

                                                 
25 Observation. May 07, 2009. 
26 The ‘third-world’ comment also reflects the people’s thoughts about bad politics, crime et cetera.  
27 Non-structured, taped interview. May 20, 2009. 
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powerful tool to ‘upgrade’ or ‘downgrade’ a certain neighbourhood and/ or its people. It can 
set people apart or even marginalize them. In a way some New Orleanians tend to see their 
city as ‘downgraded’ so ‘it does not matter this city is filled with garbage’, although others 
(mainly transplants) see this as something that needs to be altered or ‘upgraded’.  
  
§ 3.1.2 Crime 
It was night when I arrived in New Orleans. All the other people in the Airport Shuttle were 
staying at expensive looking hotels like Windsor Court and Le Pavillon. After a while 
everyone else had arrived to his or her destination. Everyone else but me. “So, you’re gonna 
stay at that hostel?” The driver had not spoken for the whole time, I had already questioned 
myself if he was not allowed to speak. On an affirmative answer he said “well you’d better 
watch out staying in that neighbourhood”. After asking him why he thought that, he replied 
“there’s always dangerous people up there. Not too many tourists”. Meanwhile, we had 
arrived at the hostel, and after helping me with my suitcase he gave me a tourist brochure on 
where to go see parades during the upcoming Mardi Gras festival. The best one would 
probably be ‘Endymion’, one of the largest parades that rolled by on Canal street, about 15 
meters from the hostel. Because “it is one of the family friendliest parades. You’ll see a lot of 
kids”. On his way back into the shuttle he wished me “a beautiful stay in his beloved city”, 
where he ‘had lived all of his life’.28

 
 

The driver says conflicting things: on the one hand he says that Mid-City is dangerous, and on 
the other hand he says it is a family friendly place to go and see one of the parades. Besides 
that, he seems to make a distinction between himself, as a local who knows where to go and 
where not to go, as opposed to tourists who are new and should not trust places where there is 
not too many other tourists to be found. The local can handle dangerous places, a tourist 
cannot. If there are enough tourists or families, it becomes a safer place for them. It must be 
said too, that the driver was a middle-aged black man telling a young white female to watch 
out staying in a multicultural neighbourhood (that part of Mid-City has mostly a population of 
blacks and Latino’s). The known tourist neighbourhoods have a predominantly white 
population. Hence the driver was in a way also giving his perspective on gender and age 
differences as well as racial segregation, all in combination with perceived danger.  
 
In the way the driver had given his vision on crime and danger in ‘his’ city, he draws attention 
to his knowledge about the reality of this crime. He also shows a relativity in perceiving it 

                                                 
28 Informal conversation with Airport Shuttle driver. February 09, 2009. 
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since the ‘space of crime and danger’, becomes less dangerous for a tourist when he or she is 
surrounded by other tourists. Let us look further into these two ways of perceiving crime. 
  
 Reality in perceiving crime 
Reality is that New Orleans is one of the most dangerous cities in the United States, with the 
highest murder rate of the country29. On the website Crime Watch, one can see how many 
homicides, burglaries and robberies (amongst others) there have been in the past seven to 
thirty days30. In the local newspaper, The Times-Picayune, one can find an article about a 
criminal assault every single day. There even is a page in this newspaper on which people 
with an alleged sexual criminal background are showed with full name, picture and the date of 
when they get out of prison. The rather cynical local paper The New Orleans Levee reports on 
the crime topic as well. The monthly paper opened its March report with an editorial stating 
‘99.993 not shot on Mardi Gras’31

 Besides the information that can be found on what has already happened, there is 
another reality. That of the very present police and military force. During several taped 
interviews, the conversation had to be stopped for a couple of minutes because of the 
overflying military helicopters. On a normal Sunday afternoon, me and my roommate counted 
up to eight police cars driving by within 30 minutes. On several occasions I could feel a 
police car following me when I was biking through ‘dangerous areas’ by myself (only once an 
officer actually stopped his car to ask me ‘what I was doing there’).  

,  referring to the seven people that were shot.  

 There is a way of how people handle this reality. Several people showed me a paper 
stating they were recently relieved from prison. One informant32

Living in New Orleans means living in restrictions of fear or danger of being hurt. In order to 
be able to live in this city, fear and danger become ‘a way of living’ that needs to be made 
more relative.  

 showed a card that she had 
gotten in her mail. It showed the picture of a man with address, full name and stating the exact 
locations and looks of his tattoos. He had just been relieved from jail for several allegations of 
sexual abuse and he had come to live in her neighbourhood. The card was delivered in the 
man’s direct surroundings, two blocks on every side from his new home.  

 

                                                 
29 Also see ‘Despite drop in crime, New Orleans' murder rate continues to lead nation’ by Brendan McCarthy.  
The Times Picayune, June 01, 2009. 
30 For the Crime Watch website, see: http://citizencrimewatch.org  
31 ‘99.993 people not shot on Mardi Gras’, by Jacques Mouledoux. The New Orleans Levee, March 2009. 
32 Carla, a middle-aged woman, who since Katrina lives in the India House Hostel from where she does a lot of   
voluntary work.  

http://citizencrimewatch.org/�
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 Relativity in perceiving crime 
People try to diminish the reality of crime for example by saying things about places where 
one should not go. ‘Don’t go to New Orleans East, or Central City’33, ‘only stay in the tourist 
areas’34

 

 et cetera. By pointing at places where one should not go, people are thus also saying 
where you could go, thereby identifying places they perceive to be safe. However, this does 
not necessarily mean those places are safer or less safe in reality. On the Crime Watch website 
one can see almost every area in the city having had a criminal offence. Nonetheless, in the 
mind of the people some areas are safer.  

According to Merry (in Low, 2008: 391) does the “lack of familiarity play an important role 
in the perception of danger”. When people are between ‘familiar’ people they feel more 
secure. The driver in a way said the same: I would probably feel safer between other tourists. 
As people say where another should not go, it in a way reflects their opinion about the other. 
In addition, when someone feels more secure between ‘their own’, it could be they feel safe at 
places some other people would never go (like the projects, New Orleans East, Central City et 
cetera). 
 
Although no-one really seems to ‘want’ this crime, it is still there. Something the 
professionals try to change by desiring safer neighbourhoods, through ‘upgrading’ certain 
parts of the city. But, as shown, the inhabitants of this space (i.e. New Orleans) seem to have 
made a relativity in perceiving this crime. It is what they talk about, and is a way of how they 
construct their lives. It constructs their lives, since in day-to-day life everyone makes choices 
about where to go, and where not to go. It seems like ‘making a safe place’ is not only going 
to take ‘making’ those places, like knocking down the Public Housing Projects and 
establishing mixed-income neighbourhoods, but it will also take a big effort in changing 
people’s thoughts about these places. In who’s mind is a certain place ‘dangerous’, and to 
whom is that same space the place they call theirs, or even home? A notion of ‘just’ moving 
people to another place in order to build a hospital, for example, could thus also mean  
moving people from known and safe surroundings to unfamiliar places.  

                                                 
33 Paul and Teree, two Mid-City residents. Interviewed on March 13, 2009.  
34 Unknown person. Especially in the streetcar this is a common advise.  
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§ 3.1.3 Public Organizations 
When driving around the Mid-City neighbourhood you notice that the Hispanic influences in 
this part of the city are very apparent. One can find taqueria restaurants, Hispanic grocery 
stores, beauty shops with Spanish names and Spanish music coming out of people’s houses. 
Mid-City even has a middle-school35 with a Spanish name: ‘Esperanza’. This school has a 52 
percent Hispanic population, so school director Kari, explains. 36

 

 Almost all of the teachers 
are bilingual so the parental support and involvement that are required can be established in 
either English or Spanish. According to Kari this school serves a low-income group and it has 
to be able to communicate with the student’s parents. One of Kari’s main jobs is getting in 
touch with other schools (primarily high-schools) where Esperanza’s students could have a 
chance in applying for a scholarship. Esperanza is one of many schools in New Orleans that 
have been redeveloped from a government-ran public school to charter school.  

Bill had told me that those government-ran schools were really bad, even before the storm. 
“The school buildings where crumbling and we did not have very good facilities in the city. A 
lot of that had to do with that Louisiana has never properly funded education” (Bill). In the 
Master Plan there is a piece about Education. It is the first part that has already been set in 
motion, Esperanza as an example. The hurricane has created a moment in which the schools 
of New Orleans could become better. For the Latino immigrants it meant being able to let 
their children go to school, as a result of which “Latino’s are much more unlikely to 
move”(Kari).  
 
Other public organizations in Mid-City are Puentes and The Workers for Racial Justice. Both 
organizations work on behalf of getting equal rights and justice for Hispanics, although ‘The 
Workers’ also work with other populations. Both organizations came into existence after 
hurricane Katrina and are trying to make the Latino population more vocal. More about 
Puentes will be said in the upcoming paragraphs.  
 
There are several ways in which people can shape and construct space. Like the way in which 
they ‘use’ garbage as an explanation of social standards. Or the relativity in perceiving crime 
and danger to create spaces of safety. Public organizations are forms through which (amongst 
others) the Latino’s could create more vocality. In the next paragraph is this further explored.  
 

                                                 
35 Middle school is a school from Kindergarten to 8th grade in the age from 5 to 13 years old.  
36 Semi-structured, taped interview. May 20, 2009.  
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§ 3.2  Changing Space in Time: Latino Immigrants 
It is Eastern. On this Sunday morning a lot of young men and women are waiting in front of 
the church. The mass starts outside where everyone gets a palm leaf. The mass at San Antonio 
de Padua Church is given in Spanish since almost all of the visitors are Latino, of which the 
majority young men. During the mass people walk up to the altar with envelopes in their hand 
to give money for the poor. Father Roberto is leading the mass. At the end everyone tries to 
say something to him, or even  take a picture. He was leaving New Orleans to go and work as 
a missionary for a short time. After he comes back from his mission he will get another post in 
Dallas since: the Church needs a ‘Spanish speaking priest’ there. Some of the women are 
crying quietly  while saying their thanks and goodbyes.37

  
  

After a couple of days we manage to have a conversation38

  For Father Roberto it was hard to get in touch with the Hispanic community because 
(so he told me), most of the Hispanics in New Orleans are illegal immigrants. Although he 
rather refers to them as ‘undocumented immigrants’, since this has a less negative 
connotation. Not too long ago the federal police had a raid right in front of the church. They 
were arresting people. Luckily one of the clerks was studying law and he knew that the police 
officers were not allowed to arrest people on the churches’ ground, so they had to let them go. 
All the people could sneak out of the back door. But the following weeks the amount of 
visitors dropped, since there was no trust anymore that the federal police wouldn’t come by 
for a new raid. Farther Roberto told me that he had a difficult time re-establishing his 
connection with the (Hispanic) community, since some people thought that he might be 
followed by the police.  

.  Father Roberto tells me about the 
community he serves: the majority of the people visiting his masses are Hispanic. Most of 
them come from Honduras and Nicaragua. Although there are a lot of Mexicans coming too, 
they “are more transient, they don’t really stay”. 

 
This fear is not entirely incomprehensible. In The Times-Picayune, several articles can be 
found considering Hispanics in combination with acts of abuse, wage-theft, discrimination, 
deportation et cetera. These articles address some of the following topics: because of the fear 
of getting caught and deported during Hurricane Gustav, many Hispanic immigrants decided 
to stay even with the threat of a category 5 hurricane coming their way (Carr 2008). On Labor 
day, May 1st, some Hispanic workers protested against continuing wage-theft (Filosa 2009), 

                                                 
37 Mass at San Antonio de Padua Church, April 05, 2009.  
38 Semi-structured, not taped interview with Father Roberto at San Antonio de Padua Church April 18, 2009. 
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although of the thousands of Hispanic immigrants that are supposed to live in the city (exact 
numbers about the population are still not available), only about 50 people showed up to 
protest. In another article, information is given about a policeman being charged with stealing 
money from Hispanic workers (Alexander-Boch 2009).  
 During conversations and in some articles, the term ‘walking ATM machines’ comes 
up when talking about Hispanics. This term comes from the fact that many of the day-laborers 
get their money in cash, making them more vulnerable for robbery.  
 
Teree and Paul, two Mid-City residents talk about what they have seen in their 
neighborhood39

 

: “you find a lot of them [Hispanics] are victims of crime. (..) They are easy 
targets, because they carry their cash on them and don’t put it in banks”.  

They remembered one particular incident, that happened in their block: 
“He [a Brazilian neighbour] was walking on the street one day, and just heard somebody right 
behind him saying “hey you”.  He turned around and there was an about 14 to 15 year-old 
girl, had a brick in her hand, smashed it in his face, trying to take his money and stuff. 
Luckily he was able to get himself together enough, and then he was able to warn her off. I 
think she still got his bike. They [Latino’s] tend to have hard times with that”.   
 
Mary Bauer is the author of Under Siege: Life for Low-income Latinos in the South, a 2009 
paper written for the Southern Poverty Law Center. In this report she gives attention to the 
topics Teree and Paul had addressed. Bauer explores the ways in which Latino’s face 
inequalities like racial profiling, sexual abuse, discrimination,  hostility,  language barriers 
and so forth. She states that “they are routinely cheated out of their earnings and denied basic 
health and safety protections. They are regularly subjected to racial profiling and harassment 
by law enforcement. They are victimized by criminals who know they are reluctant to report 
attacks. And they are frequently forced to prove themselves innocent of immigration 
violations, regardless of their legal status” (Bauer 2009: 4).  
 
The people that came to the city to help rebuild are now facing inequalities and forms of 
exclusion.  
 

                                                 
39 Semi-structured, taped interview with Teree and Paul. March 13, 2009.  
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 Opportunity & exclusion 
Although many of the Hispanic immigrants came to New Orleans to find a job, which can be 
seen as an opportunity for them to change their standard of living, they also became an 
exclusion group. Freddy is one of the people who came to New Orleans to change his 
standard of living40

  

. He has been living in the United States for 11 years,  and originally came 
from Guatemala. The first years were difficult for him, because he was alone, because of the 
hard work  and that he could not speak English. Now Freddy has several houses in Mid-City 
and is besides a construction worker also a contractor. When asking him about who he hires 
for construction work he tells me that the majority of his workers ‘speak Spanish’. One of his 
clients, DJ who gave me Freddy’s contact information,  explained  to me later that Freddy 
also hires undocumented immigrant labourers, but will probably never tell me this because it 
is illegal and therefore dangerous for him to elaborate on it.  

On the matter of becoming an exclusion group, Lucas (the director of Puentes, an 
organization working in behalf of New Orleans’ Latino population) said at the Black/ Brown 
Forum meeting41

 

 that “because Latino’s have no bank to put their money, speak Spanish and 
have no legal documents, they become an object of crime, or a victim”.   

As Bauer (2009: 5) states: “Many of the difficulties faced by undocumented immigrants are, 
no doubt, the result of their lack of legal status, which makes them easy prey for unscrupulous 
employers and puts them at constant risk from law enforcement.”  
 Bauer here says that the relationship the illegal construction workers have with their 
employers ‘puts them in risk’. According to Donato et al. (2007), this is because of their 
dependency for housing which means that “employers also exerted a high degree of control 
over migrant labour” (Donato et al. 2007: 229). This dependency was observed in the initial 
period after Hurricane Katrina. Donato et al. state that later on (between November 2005 to 
March 2006) the labourers grew less dependent on employers.  
  
Paul and Teree explain this employer-worker relationship to me from their perspective: “They 
get a work visa but the way the law states it, they have to work for that one company. If they 
quit, they immediately have to leave the country, but in a lot of times they’ll take it [the work 
visa] with them to go work for another company”.   
 

                                                 
40 Semi-structured interview with Freddy. March 11, 2009. 
41 Black/ Brown Forum meeting. April 14, 2009.  
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Further on in the conversation Paul gives me an example of the exploitation of the 
undocumented immigrants. He told me that a lot of the companies rent apartments under the 
company name to accommodate a lot of people in one place (Paul said sometimes up to 10 
people in one apartment). Paul argues that “it is a money maker for them [the companies]” 
because they can rent for a normal price, put a lot more people in it and tha7n surcharge the 
workers. This also goes for utilities. The undocumented workers “can’t have anything in their 
name, so they all have to give it all to the company name”. The companies can in this way 
earn some extra money. For the immigrants it means they have an apartment but pay more for 
it while making less money than ‘documented’ workers. According to Paul this is “how a lot 
of the illegal’s get around because so they can stay of the radar”.  
 
For the employers (and companies) it meant they could even earn more money when hiring 
illegal immigrants. They could hire them because of  the suspension of the Davis-Bacon Act.  
 
§ 3.2.1 History, Davis-Bacon Act 
This act was made law in 1931 in order to assure that all construction workers had equal 
wages. Although the act only considers federal construction, wages were kept high. The 
Davis-Bacon Act inflates the costs of federal construction costs, it is a “prevailing wage law, 
[it] establishes a wage floor” (Glassman et al. 2008: 3). 
 If a national emergency occurs, the president is allowed to suspend this act for the time 
he finds fit. Just after hurricane Katrina had hit, Bush suspended the act in order to give room 
to construction workers from all over the country to come to New Orleans and surrounding 
areas to be able to immediately start rebuilding. Feeney (in Luckey & Shimabukuro 2006: 
17), explained why the suspension of the Davis-Bacon act was useful. According to him 
“temporary suspension will help avoid costly delays. (..) Time is of essence and any action 
that can be taken to expedite this process need to be”.  
 
By suspending the act, payment of construction workers was not ‘set’ anymore. One could 
pay less than the actual prevailing wage which made New Orleans and its surrounding areas 
an interesting place for non-union workers, such as the illegal immigrants. The employers 
thereby had a ‘cheaper’ workforce. By allowing the immigrants a temporary work visa, the 
number of Hispanic construction workers grew higher.  
 
The act itself was only suspended for 2 months (between September 08, 2005 and November 
07, 2005). But all contracts made within this time are still a (legal) part of the suspension. 
This means that contracts made, say at the end of October 2005 are still a part of the Davis-
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Bacon Act suspension. “Contracts awarded [within this time of the suspension], are 
unaffected by the [new] Proclamation [the revoking of the suspension]” (Robinson 2005: 1). 
For the workforce this means that they could work for a contractor who had some contracts 
made within this time. If an immigrant had a work visa for one of these contractors, this 
means that they still fall under the ‘Davis-Bacon Act suspension’ workforce. For the 
contractors it means, they still don’t have to pay their workforce the prevailing wages.  
 
Suspending the Davis-Bacon Act created ‘a moment of opportunity’, for both (illegal 
immigrant) construction workers and contractors. For the first group it was the incentive to 
come to New Orleans. For the second group it meant being able to make more profit, even 
four years after the suspension. 
 
Because many of the Latino’s are living in New Orleans illegally, they wish to remain slightly 
invisible (or ‘under the radar’ like Paul said). This invisibility also comes to the fore during 
community meetings and other social or cultural gatherings. 
 
§ 3.3 Community Involvement  
Timbaland, representing the Trumpet Magazine at the Black/ Brown Forum meeting, 
addresses the fact he hardly ever sees any blacks, women, Vietnamese and Latino’s at 
meetings concerning the Master Plan. He wonders what this means for the Master Plan, since 
all these people’s opinions will not be incorporated in this 20-year plan. According to him the 
plan is “not inclusive. It’s a long-term plan that’s exclusive and creates tensions”. At one of 
the community meetings, a young woman in the crowd wonders the same thing. She asks the 
chairwoman how inclusive the meeting is, without accurate representation of the diverse 
neighbourhood. Even one of the professionals, Jeffrey, expresses such a thought: “I don’t 
think the [people at the] meeting is representative of what the neighbourhood  [Mid-City] is 
all about”.  
 
There are a lot of Latino’s living in New Orleans and more general: Mid-City. Nevertheless 
people express  hardly even seeing them during community meetings. Lucas and Rafael 
(director and community organizer for Puentes)42

                                                 
42 Semi-structured, taped interview with Lucas and Rafael. May 06, 2009. 

 also remark this ‘invisability’ when they 
organize festivals with their civic engagement program ‘LatiNola’ and during by them 
organized courses. According to Rafael it takes time for this ‘new’ population to see that they 
are part of the city (“part of the fabric”). He says that  it “usually takes a few years before they 
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realize that they’ve got to understand what’s going on around them and care more about what 
is here. It takes time to get an attachment.” Lucas adds that they are just trying to make that 
process go faster. Still, since the first steps of the Master Plan are already being taken, it 
remains the question in how far the Latino’s (and other groups) are going to be included in 
this plan. It also already looks like it that renters will have an unstable position when it comes 
down to demolishing buildings. Many of the Latino’s live in rented apartments and might 
‘feel’ the consequences. Besides that, Kari had expressed to me that she feels that the Latino 
population is not an minority (anymore). In certain parts of the city (especially Kenner but 
also Mid-City) lives a significant part of this population. One of the reasons why for instance 
Puentes is trying to create more leadership amongst the Hispanics.  

 One way of creating vocality (or some sort of leadership) has already been made.  
This in the form of the ‘HB 521 bill’. At a meeting43

 

 where this bill was proposed by the 
Louisiana State Representative La Fonta, I saw many representatives of the Latino 
community (from the Hispanic Apostolate to Hispanic magazine Jambalaya, but also Lucas 
from Puentes). They were going to form a coalition to establish the goals put forth in the 
mentioned bill. The legislation will give the Latino community more vocality, since it gives 
16 board members the right to propose and identify obstacles within decision making at state 
level. This thus means that ‘the Latino voice’ will have to be taken into consideration 
whenever (other) legislation is passed.  

§3.4 Reflection 
Within the space of the constructers and shapers is room for new forms of living and of new 
behaviour. An example of such new form is garbage. Garbage is a form of ‘space products’, 
products people do not mind to have or are against. There is a possibility for ‘down-grading’ 
and ‘up-grading’ the space, making it a contested space. Garbage is an example of how people 
live within their environment and how this space could become a space of contestation.  

Crime is a ‘known’ form of producing space in New Orleans. It creates notions of 
safety and danger. This too is a space of contestation. 
Public organizations are changing spaces. In Mid-City a larger amount of organizations can 
be found that work in behalf of the Latino community. Something not seen before hurricane 
Katrina. Space can be seen as a marketplace that is continuously (re)produced by the shapers 
and constructers. This generates cohesion and continuity in producing space, but also creates 
contested spaces. Amongst others is the group of Latino’s, whom are both literally and 

                                                 
43 Meeting at the University of New Orleans concerning the approval and instatement of the HB 521 bill.   
May 07, 2009.  
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figuratively constructers, shaped New Orleans’ space in the time after Katrina. By introducing 
taqueria trucks and restaurants, grocery stores and by creating homes, they have manifested 
themselves within  a space not formerly ‘theirs’. This particular group has seen opportunities 
because of the demand for day-labourers, but has also come across forms of exclusion. Their 
space is contested and re-evaluated time after time. 
 Some people have expressed that this group should create leadership and vocality in 
order to manifest themselves within the city. It can also be seen as making the Hispanics more 
visible on the street, but also at political level.   
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Chapter 4 
New Orleans: A Space of Opportunity 
 
 
Hurricane Katrina created a time of confusion and desolation within a city of multicultural 
diversity and vast socio-economical differences. Although Fothergill et al. (1999) introduced 
their thoughts on race, ethnicity and disasters long before hurricane Katrina would come into 
existence, and they already showed that particular groups within (US) society may be affected 
differently by the effects of a disaster. They diversified these effects by race and ethnicity. It 
is within this frame of conducting their research, that they also state: “The reconstruction 
stage of a disaster may be a time of opportunity for change” (ibid: 167). Because of a disaster, 
there might be a change in a positive way. This is a very interesting and slightly provoking 
thought, since ‘disaster’ is not normally viewed within ‘positive’ terms. During fieldwork 
some of the informants even started to use the notion of ‘opportunity’, this was something I 
thought was going to be hard to define and perceive.  
 
In addition, a concept of ‘producing space’ was employed with two different views (and 
thereby ‘groups’) of people producing space. These groups consist of the professionals and 
the shapers/ constructers. As discussed, the professionals have knowledge of textualing and 
codifying space. By introducing a new plan from which an entire city will get a new ‘map’, 
the professionals are able to textualize space in the form of the Master Plan. A difficult 
language of using ‘codes’ or ‘zoning language’ will be used to codify this textualized space, 
creating ways of ‘upgrading’ certain neighbourhoods, also conceptualized as ‘gentrification’. 
This also created ambiguity and  non-transparency about what exactly these plans entail. The 
professionals are using a language only they can understand. On the other side of the duality 
there are the constructers and shapers of space. Although they do not have a knowledge of 
creating space like the professionals, the do have the power to create (or shape and construct) 
it. Through active and passive performance do they give meaning to the space the live in, a 
meaning that can change over time. With new groups of people coming to live in the city, the 
social structure of this city changes as well.  
 
Let us go back to the main question of research.  
‘How do New Orleanians build their city in terms of producing space and opportunity?’ 
 The hurricane created a moment for gentrification, of social ‘upgrade’ of entire 
neighbourhoods. For example for the federal government that demolished almost all of the 
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Public Housing Projects all at once. Wanting to decrease the dense poor neighbourhoods, they 
saw a chance in ‘getting rid’ of all of these areas all at once. Something they couldn’t have 
done before Katrina. The professionals want to create a city with an upward social standard. 
Or, as in the Master Plan: “[a] greater opportunity and equity, liveability [and] sustainability” 
(New Orleans Master Plan 2009).  
 
The (poor) people that had formerly lived in these ‘projects’ were relying on federal 
assistance, and still are. But a lot of the landlords were not willing to rent their apartments and 
houses to people with such assistance. Although some of them have used the assistance to let 
people live in homes that are below par, thus creating an opportunity for them to make a profit 
(where they might have not before Katrina).  
 
For the shapers and constructers of space, an opportunity can be seen in the way they are now 
involved in creating a new city-wide plan (although as said, they might hit a certain ‘roof’ in 
being able to do so, i.e. ‘codes’). Something that has already evolved from this Master Plan is 
the way in which the former government-ran private schools have now become chartered, 
thereby improving the educational standard of the city (although it is far too early to see how 
well these schools are going to do, but most people express delight on behalf of the new 
school system).  
 Within this group of shapers/ constructers, one group has a particular form of 
acquiring opportunities: Latino immigrants. By coming to the city just after the hurricane, 
they gained financial resources and  produced a space within the city (i.e. their homes, 
grocery stores, taqueria restaurants, in the mind of their fellow inhabitants, et cetera).  They 
have created a space of new formed images and symbols,  from which they have produced a 
new space. Although, the immigrants  not only have had an opportunity. Most of them also 
experienced forms of targeted crime, segregation, extortion, and exclusion, hence their space 
is disputed as well. It was not only the Hispanics’ opportunity to come to this city. Landlords, 
companies, thieves and the government, all of them saw an opportunity in the immigrants (of 
which most had to do with gaining money). Creating leadership is what some people have 
brought up as challenging this form of exclusion. By becoming vocal the community could 
set itself apart and achieve voice for their rights and justice. This in itself is a chance to 
change certain opinions and  images, hence producing a (different) space. But it is in the 
hands of others to get the community to know they have a right for justice and equality. Since 
in a way the organizations would not exist without the inequalities and  someone like the State 
Representative would not have the probability to raise his voice.  
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 The past, the present and the future 
Where shapers and constructers of space are still very engaged with preservation of historical 
and cultural inheritances and are still trying to struggle up from everything that happens 
because of Katrina, the professionals try to represent (and produce) the space of the future. 
They envision a ‘consumerism’ of its space. Where historically people would live in the same 
streets and neighbourhoods out of family ties, culture, shared history (or ‘rootedness’) et 
cetera, they are now faced with living in an entirely changed space where people can be 
dislocated from their former neighbourhoods and even their city (like all the people formerly 
living in the Lower Ninth Ward and the Public Housing Projects). The consumerism lies in 
the outline of the rebuilt houses and apartment complexes. These new buildings do not have 
an organic form. They are construed with a certain ‘vision’ and within a specific time. 
Although the question can be asked if an urban setting does not always have a certain ‘vision’ 
or ‘non-organic’ form of construction since they are the most artificial forms of human 
settlement. It is clear that these new visions are all very ‘thought-over’ and based within one 
particular time: the time after Katrina.  
 The shapers/ constructers seem to envision a different future that differs from that of 
the professionals. There are conflicting visions of residential segregation (for example: do 
they want mixed-income houses near their own house? Do they want to live nearby people 
they have known all their lives even if this means living in a stratified, low-income 
neighbourhood?).  Another vision is that of opening up the dialogue about black, brown and 
white relationships within such a segregated environment. A vision of a multicultural city 
where people have the (equal) power to present their ideas of citizenship and where new 
forms of leadership need to arise. 
 
The main conclusion of this study is that space and opportunity are not simply to be divided 
into the one or the other. There are not merely people who take and people who have to give. 
Professionals do not have the Ultimate power to change space exactly how they want to, nor 
do the shapers have this power since they live in the structures that are created because of 
professional knowledge. This study has shown that disasters could create moments of 
opportunity for various people. It has also shown it could create moments of contestation and 
(new) exclusion. Both of these ‘moments’ seem to have an interrelation, since for example 
without the companies  the Hispanics would not have been able to come but because of the 
companies many of these Hispanics are ripped off.  
 
It is exactly this interrelatedness that is one of Anthropology’s main ideas of cultures, 
globalization and the like. Maybe it is time to consider the production of space as well. 
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Appendix 1: Abbreviations 
 

BCC:   Broad Community Connections 
CPC:   City Planning Commission 
CZO:   Comprehensive Zoning Ordinance 
FEMA: Federal Emergency Management Agency 
HANO:  The Housing Authority of New Orleans 
HUD:   The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 
LSU:   Louisiana State University 
MCNO: Mid-City Neighbourhood Organization 
MIT:   Massachusetts Institute for Technology 
NO:   New Orleans 
NOLA:  New Orleans, Louisiana  
UN:   United Nations 
US(A):  United States (of America) 
VA:   Veterans Affair 
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Appendix 2: Map of New Orleans Parish 
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Appendix 3: Map of Planning District 4 
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Appendix 4: Map of the Master Plan, District 4. March 20, 2009. 
 
Appendix 5: Map of the Master Plan, District 4. April 22, 
2009
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Appendix 5: Map of the Master Plan, District 4.April 22, 2009. 
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Appendix 6: Map of the Bioscience Economical Development District 
 
 
 

 
 


