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Some years ago, in an article on global warming, British economist Wilfred Beckerman made a rather astonishing argument. Contemplating the impacts and costs of sea level rise, particularly on low-lying developing nations like Bangladesh, Beckerman argued that it would be pointless and expensive to try to prevent climate change and its effects. Beckerman maintained that “there would be very much cheaper ways of sparing them [i.e. Bangladeshis and other vulnerable populations] from these impacts.” He suggested “helping them move away from the threatened coastal areas, building dikes …, improving flood control, and, perhaps allowing more of them to emigrate!”
 With some measure of climate change now inevitable, calls for some degree of adaptation certainly make sense. However, reliance on adaptation as the solution to global warming ignores the potential for unwelcome climatic surprises and truly catastrophic impacts and the fact that, if left unchecked, climate change would be an open-ended process that could radically transform the biosphere and leave us with a very different planet to adapt to. Furthermore, appeals to adaptation and/or to future increased wealth and technological advances that will supposedly enable us to ride out global warming
 ignore the often sheer ineptitude of human systems, and the all-too-frequent malfeasance of public officials, in dealing with catastrophe. The landfall of Hurricane Katrina on the Gulf Coast on August 29, 2005 and the subsequent devastation showed not only the potential for climatic disaster, but also the inability of government agencies, particularly the Bush Administration and the now-ridiculed Federal Emergency Management Agency, to react effectively and, truth be told, demonstrated the astounding capacity of public officials for callous, even malicious, negligence. While New Orleans drowned, President George W. Bush strummed a guitar at a naval base, posed for a photo-op with Arizona Senator John McCain and the latter’s birthday cake, and spoke at various venues on the war in Iraq and the new Medicare prescription drug plan. Subsequent investigations, as well as the bitter recriminations leveled at the Bush Administration and Department of Homeland Security Secretary Michael Chertoff by disgraced former FEMA head Michael Brown only added to the picture of federal mismanagement. Meanwhile, the administrations of Louisiana Governor Kathleen Blanco and New Orleans Mayor Ray Nagin themselves earned few plaudits for competence.

However, what strikes me about Beckerman’s remark is not so much the familiar call to adaptation, but the misguided assumption that whole populations can simply be moved out of danger. He views climate change as merely – I use that word advisedly – a problem of resources in which adaptation can be addressed with improved efficiency and distribution. In short, provide the means for populations to move elsewhere and they can escape danger. Relatedly, Beckerman basically sees people as placeless – if it costs less to move than protect your home and your homeland, then start packing. Under this view, places and homes are little more than commodities – you can simply trade one for another if the price right. 
The Katrina disaster reveals the near absurdity of Beckerman’s perspective. Fatalities from Katrina as of February 22, 2006 were 1,080 in Louisiana and 231 in Mississippi, with hundreds more people likely dead.
 In New Orleans, the storm breached levees and flooded 80 percent of the city. Beyond the deaths and the sheer physical destruction was the loss of home and of place. An estimated “700,000 or more people may have been acutely impacted by Hurricane Katrina, as a result of residing in areas that flooded or sustained significant structural damage.”
 The hurricane may have displaced as many as 1.2 million.
 Not only were homes literally destroyed, but places of deep personal and cultural attachment were ruined, perhaps irretrievably, and Gulf Coast residents were exiled to unfamiliar communities. Regarding Katrina and Rita, which battered New Orleans and the Gulf Coast later in the season, the Brookings Institution reports that “the population dispersal they induced was the largest the United States has experienced during such a brief moment in time.”

The storm was itself part of a record-breaking Atlantic hurricane season. The 2005 season set records with 27 named storms, 15 hurricanes, four major hurricanes hitting the U.S., and three Category 5 hurricanes.
 Katrina may also be a harbinger of a global crisis of displacement and homelessness brought on by climate change. The United Nations Institute for Environment and Human Security warns that by 2010 there may be over 50 million environmental refugees worldwide, with the number eventually growing into the hundreds of millions.
 Even if the victims of intense hurricanes, rising sea levels, and other manifestations of global warming find new houses, neighbors, and jobs – an outcome that may be wildly optimistic – the loss to personal and collective identities and histories may be enormous. Offering Bangladeshis and others money and opportunities to move might be an unfortunate necessity in some circumstances, but it does not begin to address the enormity of the crisis. 
The aim of this chapter is two-fold. First, I wish to elaborate on the crisis of displacement that has followed in the wake of Hurricane Katrina. At issue is a loss of the fundamental values of ‘home’ and ‘place.’ Second, I wish to elaborate on how climate change may force upon us a tragic dilemma between the value of place and another value with which it is frequently associated, ecological responsibility.

The Katrina Disaster

Katrina has been called the worst natural disaster in U.S. history. It devastated not just New Orleans, but also a wide swath of the Gulf Coast, including communities like Arabi, Bay St. Louis, Biloxi, Gulfport, Pass Christian, Port Sulphur, and Venice. Given the attention lavished on New Orleans, many of these communities have been relatively ignored by the national media. Here, I will admittedly continue that slight and focus on New Orleans. New Orleans’ status as a major U.S. city with a distinctive and influential culture and identity and its location in precarious environmental conditions highlight in especially stark terms the sorts of dilemmas that may be posed by global warming.

 In New Orleans, Katrina and its immediate aftermath provided graphic testimony of the vulnerabilities of a supposedly advanced civilization to natural forces, as well as of America’s deep racial and economic inequalities and political ineptitude. Thousands of mainly poor, minority, and elderly residents were trapped in New Orleans as the city was inundated. Looters roamed the streets, people were stranded on rooftops and highways, and evacuees faced appallingly inhumane conditions in the city’s Superdome and Convention Center. 
The victims of the storm tended to be among the most vulnerable or marginalized: “the 700,000 people acutely affected by Katrina were more likely than Americans overall to be poor; minority (most often African-American); less likely to be connected to the workforce; and more likely to be educationally disadvantaged (i.e., not having completed a high school education).”
 The areas in New Orleans hit hardest by the flooding were low-lying neighborhoods that tended to be African-American.
 Moreover, according to the New Orleans Times-Picayune, data compiled by the State of Louisiana indicates that “more than 60 percent of Louisianans who died during Hurricane Katrina or immediately after were 61 or older. More than 37 percent were 76 or older.”

Some New Orleanians, citing concern over vulnerability to hurricanes and the federal government’s refusal to build levees strong enough to resist a Category 5 hurricane, plan on never returning.
 Even though many do want to return, the recovery will be slow. Before Katrina, New Orleans had a population of 485,000. According to a March 2006 report by the RAND Corporation, the city’s population will be at only 272,000 three years after Katrina.
 The storm scattered New Orleanians across the nation, many as far as Maine or Washington State or even Alaska. As people have returned, the city’s demographics have shifted significantly, indicating that serious, long-term dislocation has disproportionately burdened minority and lower-income residents. The wealthy and white, many of whose higher-elevation neighborhoods were spared the flooding, have been more likely to return and rebuild; they were also better able to find temporary lodging closer to the city. New Orleans has gone from a majority black to a majority white city with a higher income level than before.
 The Brookings report, cited earlier, remarks that “less well-off New Orleans residents migrated farther afield to places like Houston and Atlanta, and their status as renters, the greater devastation to their homes, or their precarious financial or labor force status may present obstacles to their short-term return to the region.”
 
Those scattered by Katrina often ended up in crowded shelters – an experience that for many began with a horrific stay in the New Orleans Superdome – or in hotels or trailers or other rental units and without jobs or income. Often, families have been broken up, creating additional psychological stress, especially on children.
 About 190,000 elementary and high-school students were displaced by Katrina.
 Children, in some cases separated from parents who have managed to find work in New Orleans or other communities where schools are not available,
 faced the combined challenges of living in new places under makeshift conditions and having to attend new schools. The National Fair Housing Alliance has reported discrimination against black evacuees, in the form of higher rental rates than whites or outright refusal to rent.
 Though a number of communities and churches generously took in or arranged housing for Katrina evacuees,
 in many cases the welcome was often uneasily accompanied by the hosts’ fear of outsiders, dependency, and crime, and, perhaps, by racism.
 
Dislocation
Dislocation has meant exactly that – a loss of location, of home and of extended family, community, and neighborhood. This may be an especially hard predicament for New Orleanians: “One characteristic of New Orleans’ population … is its strong ‘rootedness.’ That is, a much higher share of its residents were born in the same city and state than in other places, and therefore exhibited a strong attachment to the area.” 
 
Seventy-one-year-old Gloria Jordan, having lost her house of 49 years and looking at the ruins of her porch, reminisced to an Associated Press reporter how “each morning she used to sip her coffee in a rocking chair and look out across her small garden of flowers.” She told her, “Baby, I had a beautiful home. It’s hard when you lived on your own for so many years and just like you pop your finger, or in the twinkling of an eye, you’re homeless.”
 
Many New Orleanians are facing not just the total loss of their houses, but also the loss of their place-based communities and social networks. Mulrine writes that when residents do not return and rebuild, “the consequences are greater than that of a neighborhood’s physical integrity.” She quotes Louisiana State University sociologist Jeanne Hurlbert: “What makes this a catastrophe isn’t just the loss of physical structures. It’s the phenomenal destruction of networks, the enormous loss of emotional and social support.” Among the casualties are family ties, which, says Hurlbert, are “what helped people hold down jobs and keep their kids safe.”
 Anna Mulrine describes the plight of Peter and Sarah Parker:

For Peter Parker, the first step in the unraveling of his extended family’s life happened in the blink of an eye, as he watched the floodwater “start to walk up the sewers” in front of his shotgun at Second Street and Freret ... 

Eventually, the family was evacuated to San Antonio, but Sarah Parker was anxious to get home. Sitting on her front stoop surveying the empty shotgun houses that line her block, some days she wonders why. “People are gone,” she says. “And most of them aren’t coming back.” Parker’s sister used to live next door, but she decided to stay in San Antonio. Her house on Freret is being gutted, and the landlord is raising the rent once it’s fixed up – too high to allow her to return. Parker’s niece, who lived in the house next to that, is in Alabama “with her husband’s people.” No word on whether they’re planning to return. Parker’s husband, Peter, works about an hour and a half away, bunking on a couch with her relatives, returning to Freret Street every other weekend.

Lonely and depressed, Parker got counseling while she was in San Antonio, but she hasn’t seen anyone since she came home. She sleeps most of the day, all four gas burners running on the stove to help keep the house warm. She used to work at Babykeepers Day Care Center, but the center is closed, and that job is gone. Plus, she says, now she has no one to look after her kids once they get home from school … With the price for nearly everything skyrocketing and few signs that things are apt to get better on her block of Freret anytime soon, Parker understands the decisions of her neighbors. “If no one wants to come back,” she says, “I’m not mad at ’em.”

The ongoing psychological impacts on those who have lost homes, places, and communities have been enormous. According to the June 21, 2006, New York Times, “New Orleans is experiencing what appears to be a near epidemic of depression and post-traumatic stress disorders, one that mental health experts say is of an intensity rarely seen in this country. It is contributing to a suicide rate that state and local officials describe as close to triple what it was before Hurricane Katrina struck and the levees broke 10 months ago.” The author adds, “Compounding the challenge, the local mental health system has suffered a near total collapse.” The sheer physical destruction of a home-place, along with the associated, ongoing social chaos and loss of livelihood, is a key factor behind the spike in mental illness: “This is a city where thousands of people are living amid ruins that stretch for miles on end, where the vibrancy of life can be found only along the slivers of land next to the Mississippi. Garbage is piled up, the crime rate has soared, and as of Tuesday the National Guard and the state police were back in the city, patrolling streets that the Police Department has admitted it cannot handle on its own. The reminders of death are everywhere, and the emotional toll is now becoming clear.” Gina Barbe, a resident who had worked in the tourism industry, remarked, "When I'm driving through the city, I have to pull to the side of the street and sob. I can't drive around this city without crying.”
 
A Unique City in Jeopardy

The hurricane may also end up transforming New Orleans’ fundamental character, particularly if the dislocated do not return; already, its demographics are changing significantly, as noted earlier. Now, New Orleans is certainly no utopia – writer Tom Piazza describes it as “a city with enormous problems even on its best day.” 
 The perhaps ironically named ‘Big Easy’ has had a long history of racial inequality and polarization, huge disparities in wealth, and corrupt and inept government, all characteristics which came out in force with Katrina.
 Before Katrina, New Orleans had a murder rate ten times the U.S. average.
 It also had unusually high rates of poverty. For example, according to the National Center for Children in Poverty at Columbia University, 38 percent of children in New Orleans were living at or below the poverty level, compared with 17 percent for the nation as a whole.
 
Yet New Orleans, nicknamed the ‘Crescent City,’ has also been blessed with a rich, diverse, unique, artistic, and often eccentric hybrid culture that is unique in the United States. The city has nurtured distinctive and enormously influential architectural, musical, culinary, literary, and festive traditions. Piazza says that “New Orleans inspires the kind of love that very few other cities do. Paris, maybe, Venice, maybe, San Francisco, New York … New Orleans has a mythology, a personality, a soul, that is large, and that has touched people around the world.”

The Crescent City’s character grew out of its history of French and Spanish rule, its large African-American and Creole populations, and its waves of Caribbean and European immigration. When the city, founded in 1718, was acquired by the United States in 1803 as part of the Louisiana Purchase, it was what Peirce Lewis describes as a “mature,” foreign city.
 The city’s urbanity, architecture, Catholicism, decadence, and unusually complex race relations set it apart from the rest of the South.
 New Orleans could lose much of its uniqueness. 
A key issue is not only who has the wherewithal to return but also what neighborhoods actually get rebuilt. To help plan the city’s reconstruction, Mayor C. Ray Nagin established the Bring New Orleans Back Commission (BNOBC). In a preliminary study commissioned by the BNOBC, the Urban Land Institute (ULI) raised questions about rebuilding neighborhoods that are especially flood-prone or have less chance of being significantly repopulated. The arguments were that flood-prone areas were unsafe until much more effective defenses against a Category 5 hurricane were built, and that it would make little economic sense to restore infrastructure and services to sparsely populated areas of the city.
 Sparsely populated areas would also experience what is known as the “jack-o’-lantern syndrome,” which Jed Horne describes as “the gap-toothed look of neighborhoods reviving unevenly,” where there is “scattered rebuilding and widespread abandonment.”
 The ULI recommended that the city not rebuild infrastructure in such problematic neighborhoods and instead buy out the property owners. A final report issued by the BNOBC in January 2006 envisioned a more geographically compact city, with the historic districts preserved. In those areas “where the [flood] waters had been deepest, the blueprint called for reversion to green space, an archipelago of parks and retention ponds linked by pedestrian malls and bicycle paths.” Areas that could not demonstrate an actual or anticipated 50 percent return rate for residents by mid-May would be bulldozed, and the residents bought out.
 A conversion of floodplain neighborhoods to parkland had occurred in Grand Forks, North Dakota after the city was flooded in 1997. However, the BNOBC’s plan to contract the city’s footprint was largely a nonstarter. Some New Orleanians had already begun to rebuild in the problematic areas. Moreover, the BNOBC’s recommendations for not rebuilding disproportionately impacted African-American neighborhoods, prompting charges of racism, suspicions of a land grab, and vows of resistance from property owners.
 Journalist Bret Schulte reported, “The [May] deadline has sparked outrage and ignited a race against the clock in the black community to get residents to return. While networks of friends and families are reaching out across the country, grass-roots rebuilding efforts are springing up in black neighborhoods, encouraged by a majority-black City Council, which has repeatedly argued that the whole city should be redeveloped.”
 

Such concerns reflected black New Orleanians’ fears about not only the loss of their homes and neighborhoods but also about the loss of their majority status in the city and the loss of New Orleans’ distinctive culture, which is heavily indebted to the city’s black population.
 Mulrine quotes one African-American community activist, Lauren Anderson: “We have a culture here that’s more intact than anything else in this country. As an African-American, I feel closer to my culture here than anywhere else in the country. And if we cannot reverse the diaspora, we’ll lose traditions that are almost as old as this country itself.”
 New Orleans’ African-American community has given the Crescent City its jazz heritage and many of its Mardi Gras traditions.
 With a major demographic shift, the city could become a commodified ghost of its former self. In a widely quoted speech, Tulane University historian Lawrence N. Powell asked, “Will this quirky and endlessly fascinating place become an X-rated theme park, a Disneyland for adults?”
 Stephen Bradberry, the head of ACORN in New Orleans, says that “New Orleans without black people will be Disney World on the river.”
 Such concerns prompted not only the City Council, but also Nagin himself, to disavow much of the BNOBC recommendations. Nagin pledged not to cordon off any part of the city, 
 and he declared, “It is our intention to rebuild all of New Orleans.”
 He also made his now-infamous ‘chocolate city’ remark: “It’s time for us to rebuild a New Orleans, the one that should be a chocolate New Orleans.”
 
The Big Easy’s Tenuous Existence

Horne remarks that Nagin’s decision not to endorse a plan for shrinking the city’s physical footprint “could be called a radical deference to democracy and the marketplace, or a massive default of leadership at a time of great trial.”
 As problematic as it was, the BNOBC report pointed to an undeniable truth, that New Orleans, or at least parts of it, are in an environmentally tenuous situation.

Katrina certainly wasn’t New Orleans’ first hurricane, and it certainly didn’t bring the city’s first major flood. The city’s levee system had long been considered inadequate; indeed, as Horne documents, post-Katrina investigations discovered extremely shoddy construction and poor planning in the flood-protection system built by the Army Corps of Engineers.
 Much of New Orleans is below sea level and southeastern Louisiana been sinking, due to natural factors, drainage of lands for development, and petroleum pumping; moreover, the Louisiana coastline has been losing wetlands and shrinking to the tune of 25 square miles per year as a result of development and canal construction.
 “The canals cut into the Delta for navigation and to float oil-drilling platforms out to the Gulf disrupted the native vegetation by enabling salt or brackish water to penetrate deep into freshwater marshes.”
 Wetlands are not only critical natural habitat; they also serve as essential buffers against storm surges. 
The Mississippi River Gulf Outlet is a premier example of how artificial factors have increased New Orleans’ vulnerability to hurricanes and flooding. Starting in the 1920s, engineers worked to straighten the Mississippi River at the Delta to facilitate shipping, prevent New Orleans from being cut off from the Mississippi by natural changes in the river’s course, and provide flood control. This effort eventually led to the creation of the Gulf Outlet, known locally as MR-GO and pronounced ‘Mister Go.’ According to one geologist, MR-GO has become “the icon of environmental evil in the region.”
 
The geography of the Mississippi Delta is a dynamic interplay of land and water. The Mississippi periodically carves out new channels. The slow-moving waters of these channels deposit silt, which creates new land, or ‘lobes,’ and replenishes existing lobes. Eventually, the existing lobes recede, even as new lobes are created. Right now, the Mississippi is building up the Atchafalaya lobe.
 The construction of MR-GO has depleted wetlands by greatly reducing the silt deposits that replenish coastal areas. The reason is that the artificial channel rapidly carries silt out to sea when it would otherwise be deposited by slower-moving natural waterways. Moreover, MR-GO, says Horne, “had acted like a funnel for storm surge,” and carried floodwaters into the city.
 
New Orleans has always had an ambiguous relationship with the water that was the city’s undoing. The Crescent City exists because of its strategic – from an economic and military standpoint – location at the mouth of the Mississippi. The city has flourished in large part because of shipping,
 and the city’s cuisine, typified by crawfish, shrimp, and seafood gumbo, reflects the Big Easy’s debt to the water. Yet Lewis calls New Orleans “impossible but inevitable”: the city’s geographic location was quite favorable but the site – the swamp of the Mississippi Delta – was nearly inhospitable.
 Consequently, the city had to be engineered into existence, through levees, drainage canals, and pumping stations that would keep water out of a constricted site that was largely below sea level and, dangerously below the level of the Mississippi itself. Lewis notes, “If a city’s situation is good enough, its site will be altered to make do.”
 The laid-back Big Easy is thus ironically an embodiment of humanity’s attempt to conquer nature, an attempt that has always yielded partial success at best.
 Location at the mouth of the Mississippi “guaranteed prosperity for New Orleans, but the site also guaranteed that the city would be plagued by incessant trouble: yellow fever, floods, and unbearable summer heat.”
 
Thus, despite water being the raison d’être for the existence of New Orleans, it has also been a source of fear. Rosemary James writes, “When New Orleanians are not in the midst of a disaster made by water, they generally prefer to forget that water and its dangers exist, turning their backs on some of the most gorgeous water views.” She notes that “views of the Mississippi River from residences or restaurants are few and far between.”
 In many ways, the place that New Orleanians call home has rested on a tenuous containment of nature’s destructive elements, a situation made even more insecure by human mismanagement and, increasingly, the problem of climate change.
The Katrina disaster may be a harbinger of future destructive events associated with climate change. Though we seem to be in a natural cycle of increased hurricane activity, there is also evidence that global warming may be boosting the intensity of hurricanes; such a trend, coupled with increased populations in coastal areas, would mean much more devastating hurricanes in this century.
 The destructive impacts of climate change could be further magnified by rising sea levels. In fact, the Mississippi Delta is one of six deltas worldwide that researchers have identified as especially susceptible to sea level rise over the next fifty years.
 

The United Nations-sponsored Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) reports that “global average sea level rose between 0.1 and 0.2 metres during the 20th century.”
 The IPCC estimates a 0.09 to 0.88 meter rise in global average sea level, as a result of the thermal expansion of the oceans and the melting of ice caps and glaciers, between 1990 and 2100.
 This scenario will be worsened if ice caps and glaciers melt more rapidly than expected. Already, there is evidence of unprecedented and faster-than-expected thawing of ice sheets in Antarctica and Greenland, a trend highlighted by the spectacular collapse of Antarctica’s Larsen-B ice shelf in 2002.

The Significance of ‘Home’

The experience of Katrina shows that the impacts of climate change may go well beyond sheer physical destruction and death, but could leave serious psychological scars on the survivors. The loss endured by exiled New Orleanians is enormous. They have lost their homes, both in terms of their personal residences and in terms of their neighborhoods and city. 

The concept of home signifies a place, or places, where one feels an especial familiarity and security, a sense of reassurance and fit with one’s identity, and even some measure of control over the environment or, at least, some degree of manageable predictability.
 Home is, ideally, one’s most familiar, legible, predictable, and safe place, a point of relative stability for an ever-changing person in a world always in flux. For Iris Marion Young, “home carries a core positive meaning as the material anchor for a sense of agency and a shifting and fluid identity.”
 The paradigm of home is one’s own domicile. The house of a friend or relative that one frequently visits and where one feels especially comfortable can also have qualities of home. So can a frequent vacation destination, such as a cherished city or wilderness area. 

Home can also expand beyond one’s domicile to embrace one’s neighborhood or city or region. We thus speak of one’s homeland (though this can also mean one’s birthplace or ancestral country) or, on a smaller geographically scale, home-ground. One’s homeland or home-ground is marked by familiar locales and sustaining social networks and cultural norms and practices. Certainly, though, as ‘home’ expands beyond one’s own four walls, it takes in more difference, change, and complexity.
 One of the distinctive marks of New Orleans has certainly been its rich, diverse street life which is often evoked in post-Katrina memories:

I walked the Quarter with my friends, listening to music. It was cold and misty and the streets still glistened with diamondlike droplets from the earlier storm. One friend suggested beignets at Café du Monde to cap the evening. We cut down Pirate’s Alley, which runs from Royal to Jackson Square, the heart of the old Creole town …

There is an extremely active street life and sidewalk life; people like to sit on their porches and talk, stop friends on street corners for a chat, unexpected parades. The streets themselves are small masterpieces of intrigue and grace, with names that invite you in – Story, Music, Desire, Harmony – and each has its own distinct personality …


A homeland or home-ground is an object of individual and collective identification and attachment. Journalist Rob Long remarks that “as anyone who’s ever been to New Orleans will tell you, the people there were proud of declaring that they were their own special thing, their own special place. ‘This isn’t America,’ someone told me when I was there two months ago, ‘this is New Orleans.’ He meant it, too.”

Geographer Yi-Fu Tuan asserts that “profound attachment to the homeland appears to be a worldwide phenomenon. It is not limited to any particular culture and economy. It is known to literate and nonliterate peoples, hunter-gatherers, and sedentary farmers, as well as city dwellers.” Such a place “nourishes.”
 Attachment to homeland may be “of a deep though subconscious sort [and] may come simply with familiarity and ease, with the assurance of nurture and security, with the memory of sounds and smells, of communal activities and homely pleasures accumulated over time.”
 

What helps knit one’s personal domicile with its immediately surrounding home-ground is what sociologists John Logan and Harvey Molotch call the “daily round.” They write, “The place of residence is a focal point for the wider routine in which one’s concrete daily needs are satisfied … Defining a daily round is gradually accomplished as residents learn about needed facilities, their exact locations and offerings, and how taking advantage of one can be efficiently integrated into a routine that includes taking advantage of others.” Dependence on the daily round and the locales in which it is enacted can make one especially vulnerable to disruptions. In words that might apply to the experience of Hurricane Katrina, Logan and Molotch warn: “The development of an effective array of goods and services within reach of residence is a fragile accomplishment; its disruption, either by the loss of one of the elements or by the loss of the residential starting place, can exact a severe penalty.”
 The loss experienced by New Orleanians involved the loss of entire neighborhoods, with their shops, workplaces, routines, and social networks. That New Orleanians have been relatively rooted as a population would make this loss even more jarring for them.

Home, Place, and Nature

In her discussing of homemaking, the practice of creating and maintaining a home, Young highlights the interactive relationship between founding, or creating, and preservation, or maintenance.
 Home is a type of place, though one marked by especially strong feelings of attachment and security. As I argue elsewhere,
 all places are animated by an interaction, interdependence, and tension between founding and preservation. We create places – whether through mapping or physical action – and then rely on their stability and familiarity. Stability and familiarity are never absolute – homes and other places evolve over time, often in response to our own changing needs and activities – though too much flux can render a place alien or inhospitable.

Place is often associated with ecological values. The argument is that place-attachment can lead to sustainable use or preservationist care for the land. Kirkpatrick Sale emphasizes “fully knowing the character of the natural world and being connected to it in a daily and physical way [that] provides [a] sense of oneness, of rootedness.”
 Val Plumwood speaks of “the deep and highly particularistic attachment to a place ... based ... on the formation of identity, social and personal, in relation to particular areas of land, yielding ties often as special and powerful as those to kin, and which are equally expressed in very specific and local responsibilities of care.”
 Barry Lopez describes “a kind of local expertise, an intimacy with place.” Such a “specific geographical understanding ... resides with men and women more or less sworn to a place, who abide there, who have a feel for the soil and the history.”
 In regard to environmental problems, Mark Sagoff says, “Much of what we deplore about the human subversion of nature – and fear about the destruction of the environment – has to do with the loss of places we keep in shared memory and cherish with instinctive and collective loyalty.”
 Even green political theorists who have challenged the assumptions of the environmental movement have embraced connection to place as a basis for ecological responsibility.

In truth, however, there is tension between the value of place and ecological values. Place fundamentally involves a transformation of what is naturally given. When this transformation is a matter of merely mapping and naming the landscape, this is less of an issue. However, any act of physical cultivation or construction changes the natural landscape. The creation of useful places through physical transformation is necessary for human beings to inhabit the world, and the creation of such places, it must be acknowledged, represents a kind of victory over natural forces. Hannah Arendt famously articulates this view in The Human Condition.
 Nature, she says, is characterized by relentless cycles of birth, growth, and decay. The natural world ultimately consumes all its creations: “Life is a process that everywhere uses up durability, wears it down, makes it disappear.”
 Human beings are in a “constant, unending fight against the processes of growth and decay.” 
 Through the activity of work, human beings create enduring physical objects that can resist decay and other natural depredations and constitute a durable, built world, the “human artifice.”
 
The permanence of any cultivated field or built structure or settlement, or indeed any physical human artifact, is in defiance of natural wear and tear and decay, and the shelter and security associated with home and with human settlements are in part predicated on the ability of these artifacts to provide protect us against natural forces. Like other organisms, we need to modify our environment in order to survive in it, though with human beings, that modification is on an enormous scale. This is not at all to deny our interdependence with the rest of nature. In fact, the human artifice can best sustain itself through some degree of cooperation with natural forces rather than utter, unmitigated defiance. When a home or other place is not created through sustainable practices, its very stability and security can prove false. A stable place thus represents a complex relationship with nature, a relationship combining elements of conquest and cooperation.

The Tragic Dilemma

Though Katrina has often been regarded as an ‘unnatural’ disaster in that much of the blame lay with human incompetence, negligence, and malfeasance, the event has also revealed the degree to which place and home are fragile achievements in the face of natural forces. The floodwaters directly breached the security of cities, towns, and houses and even turned homes where people had sought refuge into death traps as the flood waters rose. Moreover, after the floods receded, the waterlogged homes were claimed by natural forces of decay, as manifested by rampant mold infestations. The ravenous fungus had been kept at bay on the damp Gulf Coast by air conditioners and de-humidifiers. Horne quotes one New Orleans hotel owner: “In New Orleans, if you shut off power for thirty or forty days, it turns into a petri dish, no matter what.”
 In the wake of Katrina, mold overran abandoned homes and greeted returning residents with repulsive sights and a variety of health hazards.  

The city of New Orleans has itself represented a kind of fragile victory over nature. But was this victory ever really sustainable? Did New Orleans represent a foolish attempt at pure conquest without sufficient cooperation with natural forces? This is too complex a question to be fully broached here. Yet, it is quite apparent that the creation and continued existence of New Orleans constituted an attempt to massively defy natural conditions, forces, and processes. It was hardly an exercise in working with nature. That defiance made for very tenuous atmospheric and hydrological conditions within which the city could survive. That is why New Orleanians were afraid of the water that was “the source of both their charge and impending disaster.”
 
Aided by human failings, Katrina overwhelmed the tenuous conditions under which the city endured. Climate change or not, it may be that New Orleans was always doomed. Indeed, one might argue that New Orleans should never have been built in the first place, that it is an environmental fiasco that could never really provide a stable, secure, enduring home for its residents. Certainly, the depletion of wetlands that naturally protected the city against flooding and the construction of channels like MR-GO vastly increased the New Orleans’ ecological untenability. 
Klaus Jacob, a geophysicist and risk analyst, expresses a decidedly unsentimental view of the Crescent City: “We have always used New Orleans as the perfect example of the unsustainable city. It is a hopeless case.”
 His recommendation for New Orleans is dire: “It is time to face up to some geological realities and start a carefully planned deconstruction of New Orleans, assessing what can or needs to be preserved, or vertically raised and, if affordable, by how much. Some of New Orleans could be transformed into a ‘floating city’ using platforms not unlike the oil platforms offshore, or, over the short term, into a city of boathouses, to allow floods to fill in the ‘bowl’ with fresh sediment.”

In a somewhat more optimistic vein, hydrologist Richard E. Sparks calls for rebuilding New Orleans in a way that works with nature rather than against it, what he calls a “natural option.”
 A redesigned New Orleans, he says, must take into account the potential for future flooding as well as the predilection of the Mississippi to switch courses within the Delta. Building better levees will not be enough. “New Orleans will certainly be rebuilt,” Sparks says, but changes will have to be made:

… looking at the recent flooding as a problem that can be fixed by simply strengthening levees will squander the enormous economic investment required and, worse, put people back in harm’s way. Rather, planners should look to science to guide the rebuilding, and scientists now advise that the most sensible strategy is to work with the forces of nature rather than trying to overpower them. This approach will mean letting the Mississippi River shift most of its flow to a route that the river really wants to take; protecting the highest parts of the city from flooding and hurricane-generated storm surges while retreating from the lowest parts; and building a new port city on higher ground that the Mississippi is already forming through natural processes.

Sparks foresees the new city being constructed on the Atchafalaya lobe. He maintains that “‘old’ New Orleans would remain a national historic and cultural treasure, and continue to be a tourist destination and convention city. Its highest grounds would continue to be protected by a series of strengthened levees and other flood-control measures.” He adds that “[c]ity planners and the government agencies (including FEMA) that provide funding for rebuilding must ensure that not all of the high ground is simply usurped for developments with the highest revenue return, such as convention centers, hotels, and casinos. The high ground also should include housing for the service workers and their families, so they are not consigned again to the lowest-lying, flood-prone areas.” This would mean safer ground for lower-income residents but it would also mean the razing of their existing neighborhoods, as happened in Grand Forks: “The flood-prone areas below sea level should be converted to parks and planted with flood-tolerant vegetation. If necessary, these areas would be allowed to flood temporarily during storms.”
Sparks’ proposal, though perhaps ecologically sustainable and certainly less dire than Jacob’s, would still mean the end of New Orleans as we have known it. It would erase many of the communities that generated the culture of ‘old’ New Orleans. Even with the provision of affordable housing in a ‘new’ New Orleans, old neighborhood ties and social networks could be lost for good. Nagin’s decision not to go along with the BNOBC recommendations may ultimately be unwise – rebuilding the entire city may represent a self-defeating defiance of natural inevitability and continued, destructive attempts to reengineer nature. But it is not so easy to dismiss the stance of Nagin and other New Orleanians. New Orleanians, especially the city’s black residents, are articulating attachments to the houses, neighborhoods, and city they have called home and to a distinctive culture in which they have participated. New Orleans resident James articulates this tenacity when she says of her city and its people, “Now we must find the inspiration for a new unfamiliar role: we must reinvent ourselves as heroes, capable of not only bringing a great city back, but of making it better for all New Orleanians; capable of facing down that old demon water and overcoming it with skill and ingenuity; capable of preserving the precious originality of New Orleans neighborhoods and their style, the music of New Orleans, its food, its lingo, its soul.”
 The security and stability of homes and home-grounds in many New Orleans neighborhoods may prove illusory, and thus these places may fall short of the ideal of home. However, on the time scale of individual lives these places may have been stable and secure enough – even despite events like the Great Mississippi Flood of 1927 and Hurricane Betsy in 1965 – to feel like home to the residents of a very rooted city.
And therein lies the tragic dilemma. Whether or not New Orleans ought to have been built in the first place or even that it will almost certainly experience serious flooding again does not automatically answer the question of whether or not it should continue to exist in its present form. Environmentally unsustainable or not, a truly stable and secure home or not, the city is a distinctive place to which its residents and much of the nation as a whole have become deeply attached. The value of place, so often allied with environmental values, here collides with them. 

New Orleans may have long been a catastrophe in the making, and Katrina perhaps had little to do with climate change, but as the Earth warms and the ecological impacts proliferate, a lot of other locales may find themselves facing a similar dilemma between the values of place and ecological responsibility. Global warming will overwhelm the complex relationships with nature underlying the existence of many more homes and homelands. I do not just mean coastal communities in the Mississippi Delta and other low-lying regions, but also communities where rainfall is scarce or excessive or where the temperature is often too hot or where potable water supplies depend on a winter snow pack or where subsistence hunters seek game on frozen seas or where sewer systems are vulnerable to intrusion from rising waters or where homes are at risk from forest fires or mudslides … In other words, not just originally unsustainable places like New Orleans but countless places around the world, each with its collective life and social bonds, its history, its homes, its culture. Many of these places have, despite their ecological constraints, enjoyed relatively stable and hospitable natural conditions.  Now, their continued existence as places will suddenly become ecologically problematic or even untenable.


Coping with climate change and not causing further damage by trying to defy ecological trends may require letting altered natural conditions take their course and erase homes, homelands, and cultural treasures. We cannot simply defy a changing climate and hang on to places that are increasingly threatened with destruction; we must adapt. Some adaptation is inevitable, but reliance on adaptation as a solution to global warming would mean that many more places will be endangered. We are better off trying to mitigate climate change and minimize the tragic dilemmas by reducing fossil fuel consumption and deforestation. 

If old New Orleans and other homes and homelands are lost, the crisis of displacement and its tragic dilemma will play itself out on many levels. In a March 1, 2005 segment on National Public Radio’s All Things Considered, Torrie Lawson, a displaced New Orleans junior high school student, told interviewer Michele Norris, “If you had told me I would have lived in a trailer before Katrina, I would have took it as an insult. I wouldn’t have believed you. But now, it’s like – it’s nothing like my home. I wish I could be home so much, in my house.”
� The author would like to thank Bill Chaloupka and John Barry for their comments on this paper.  This chapter was originally presented as a paper at the Western Political Science Association Annual Meeting, on March 16, 2006, in Albuquerque, New Mexico, as part of the panel, “Political Theory in the Greenhouse I: Theorizing Responses to Disturbance, Displacement, and Disaster.”  Portions of this chapter also appear in my forthcoming book, The Working Landscape: Founding, Preservation, and the Politics of Place (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, forthcoming 2007).
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