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ABSTRACT In the highly contentious rebuilding debates that emerged in New Orleans
after the 2005 hurricanes, neighbourhoods were compelled to use rhetorical methods to
solicit funding and municipal support for reconstruction. The stakes were particularly
high for the Lower Ninth Ward; a neighbourhood the city was reluctant to rebuild.
In New Orleans, notions of ‘justice’ were multiple, variable, and instrumental to the
Lower Ninth Ward’s ‘right to remain’ assertions. To discuss the ways in which the ‘just
city’ was conceived after the hurricanes, the paper draws from the work of John Rawls, Iris
Marion Young and Hannah Arendt. Kevin Lynch’s notion of imageability is employed to
discuss the centrality of spatial representations in debates over justice and rebuilding. The
paper concludes by illustrating this theoretical framework in Lower Ninth Ward efforts to
circumvent the municipality’s exclusionary rebuilding plans.

Each person possesses an inviolability founded on justice that even the
welfare of society as a whole cannot override. For this reason justice
denies that the loss of freedom for some is made right by a greater good
shared by others . . . in a just society the liberties of equal citizenship are
taken as settled; the rights secured by justice are not subject to political
bargaining or to the calculus of social interests. . . . Being first virtues
of human activities, truth and justice are uncompromising. (Rawls, 1999,
pp. 3–4).

When the 2005 floodwaters receded in New Orleans, they revealed a crisis in both
civic politics and the urban landscape. The city’s obtuse disaster recovery process
exacerbated the crisis of urban destruction, and its missteps were characterized as
‘unjust’ by those marginalized in rebuilding plans. New Orleans demonstrated
that “the liberties of equal citizenship” are not taken as settled, and the “rights
secured by justice” are subject to political bargaining and social interests.
The overlapping mandates of the five municipal, state and federal planning
processes produced conflicting priorities for rebuilding the city.1 The failures of
communication with displaced and returning residents, the appearance of
preferential treatment for particular neighbourhood rebuilding efforts, and
overall indecision and mismanagement discouraged comprehensive and
equitable recovery (Green et al., 2007; Kates et al., 2006; Mikell, 2007; Nelson
et al., 2007). As a result, neighbourhoods insufficiently protected from hazard and
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wary of government inaction acted independently to assert their rights to
remain and rebuild. Neighbourhoods competitively constructed notions of
cultural and historical authenticity and geographical viability to solicit funding
and support for their recovery. These persuasive strategies were reliant on
documentary images to declare injustices and projective images to encourage
redress and reconstruction (Association of Community Organizations for Reform
Now (ACORN), 2007; Common Ground, n.d.; New Orleans Neighborhoods
Rebuilding Plan (NONRP), 2006; Nossiter, 2006a). Images had a critical role when
rebuilding debates were most oppositional (Baum, 2006; The New York Times, 2007;
Harden, 2005; Witt, 2007). This factious period, from September 2005 to late 2007,
provides the basis for the research.

In New Orleans, there are differing conceptions for what a ‘just’ city entails.
Accordingly, we must rethink the correlation between justice and space,
recognizing that rhetoric has complicated the process of obtaining the ideal.
In this context rhetoric is not understood as a superficial and simply bombastic
means of persuasion. Rhetorical strategies connected broader audiences to
neighbourhoods’ and municipal government’s divergent requirements for an
improved city. These narratives were substantiated by spatial representations
(architectural and urban designs), which emerged as key tactics in this process.
The stakes were particularly high for marginalized neighbourhoods, as their
survival depended on the effectiveness of their persuasion tactics. To illustrate
this, three vignettes from the Lower Ninth Ward will be presented to discuss how
representations of space have been mobilized to persuade for social justice.
I submit that space is not merely a context defining the limits of injustice. Space is
proleptic, in that its ‘imageability’ is pivotal to the process of imagining and
providing ‘just’ spaces.2

A brief sketch of the centrality of rhetoric in municipal arguments to rebuild
may orient the reader to examples publicized in national media. Early in the
aftermath of the hurricanes, the city intensively asserted its incontrovertible value
to the nation, when the question of whether it should be rebuilt was still being
entertained. Along these lines, Mayor Nagin’s polemical ‘Chocolate City’ speech
awkwardly positioned divine providence as justification for the distribution of
federal funds (Pope, 2006). Ray Manning, a local architect and co-chair of the
Bring New Orleans Back Commission’s (BNOBC) Land-Use Committee, argued
that the city’s rich musical foundations were necessary to preserving the cultural
history of the nation (On Point Radio, NPR, 2006). To corroborate this argument,
the National Jazz Center and Park design for downtown New Orleans was
unveiled five months later by the architectural firm Morphosis (Bergeron, 2006).
In addition, and accelerated by the obliteration of its economic mainstays post-
Katrina, the city incentivized the digital animation industry to relocate to
NewOrleans, thereby augmenting its creative authenticity (long established by its
jazz culture) with digital arts culture (interview with Mark Lewis, President of the
Louisiana Technology Council, 26 June 2006). Toward further diversification, the
city lobbied the federal government for consideration as the regional terrorism
watch-site for Homeland Security (interview with Greg Meffert, Chief Technology
Officer for the Mayor’s Office, 10 July 2006). New Orleans’s various
representations of itself as providentially protected despite its vulnerability to
hazard, as a city unified by proud African-Americans against federal indifference,
as the birthplace of jazz, as an ‘Anime Big Easy’, and as a site for sophisticated
national surveillance were connected in their oblique pursuit of justice. The role
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of justice in these formulations will be more precisely discussed in the following
section. Suffice to say, these representations were targeted to specific national and
local audiences to gain support and garner funds for rebuilding an improved city,
re-imagined in its promise.

This pattern of rhetorical representation has its parallel at the neighbourhood
scale. To discuss the relation between representation and justice further, it will
be necessary to give some description of the contentious politics of recovery
within post-Katrina New Orleans. Central to the unavoidability of this relation
was the shift in anxiety that occurred. When the municipality became assured of
support for its survival, competition between neighbourhoods for inclusion in the
‘city limits’ intensified. This agonistic public sphere developed in part from a
history of skepticism regarding the interests and actions of municipal government
(Colten, 2005; Lewis, 2003; Siegel, 1975). But more critically, the recommendations
and the lack of transparency in the initial (BNOBC) planning process provoked a
lasting anxiety among neighbourhoods unable to secure unequivocal support for
their recovery.3

On 30 September 2005, Mayor Nagin convened the BNOBC to recommend
strategies for the city’s hurricane recovery (New Orleans Mayor’s Office of
Communications, 2005a). Advised by the Urban Land Institute (ULI), BNOBC
suggested that New Orleans shrink its footprint, as it would be “safer and cheaper
to rebuild a smaller, denser city for all returning residents in the higher
neighborhoods” (The Economist, 2006). Five neighbourhoods, representative of a
range of socio-economic characteristics, were deemed unviable for reconstruction,
including NewOrleans East, Gentilly, Upper NinthWard, Lower NinthWard, and
Lakeview (Carr, 2005; Levitt, 2005).4 BNOBC recommended that these
neighbourhoods be converted to wetlands and green spaces using forced buyouts
if necessary (Cobb, 2006; Calmes, 2005). The front-page The Times-Picayune image
that accompanied this announcement emerged as one of the most memorable and
polarizing symbols of the recovery process, mapping ‘green dots’ onto the
excluded neighbourhoods (Donze & Russell, 2006) (Figure 1).

The BNOBC recommendations were presented as purely ‘scientific’
evaluations of areas topographically and geographically more vulnerable to
flooding, irrespective of socio-economic demographics. However, its credibility
was severely affected by rebuffing the historical impacts that race, class and
disinvestment had in disproportionately situating hazard vulnerabilities in the
city.5 In addition, BNOBC placed a moratorium on building permits in the most
devastated areas. Residents in these neighbourhoods were required to register
their desire to return officially (BNOBC, 2006, figure 53), or the city would proceed
with demolitions (BNOBC, 2006, p. 21; New Orleans Mayor’s Office of
Communications, 2006a).6 In response, neighbourhood advocates mobilized in
protest of the unfeasibility of these recommendations, given that most residents in
exceedingly devastated areas were evacuated from their homes and few had the
means to return and register (Harden, 2005). It was assumed in popular discourse
that the threat of demolition was aimed at dissuading low-income African-
Americans from returning, and that the moratorium on building permits would
prohibit rebuilding efforts long-term (Breunlin & Regis, 2006; Solnit, 2007).
Naturally, neighbourhoods affected by these recommendations remained
antagonistic to the ambiguous and mismanaged New Orleans recovery process
that evolved.
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To describe this context further, we draw the Lower Ninth Ward
neighbourhood into greater focus (see Figures 2 & 3). The ‘Lower Nine’ is a
historic African-American community located east of downtown New Orleans,
and was severely affected by the 2005 floodwaters.7 Like many neighbourhoods
in New Orleans, the community was anxious to influence the reasons and ways
the ‘new’ New Orleans should be rebuilt. Subsequent sections will discuss the
representations of cultural worth, historical legitimacy and socio-economic
promise that neighbourhood advocates generated in service of this campaign.
The remainder of this Introduction summarizes how institutions external to the
neighbourhood portrayed the Lower Ninth Ward in radically different terms: as
culturally and physically unviable.

The news media was one of the most influential vehicles for this portrayal.
The post-hurricane images that were televised, blogged and printed introduced

Figure 1. The ‘new’ New Orleans, as first suggested by the Mayor’s Bring New Orleans Back
Commission (BNOBC, 2006). Initially, the Commission recommended that five neighbourhoods be
excluded from the city footprint, and converted into green spaces andwetlands to protect a smaller city.
In popular discourse, these neighbourhoods were ‘green-dotted’, a term that referred to a map of the
excluded neighbourhoods published on the front page of The Times-Picayune (New Orleans) (Donze &

Russell, 2006). Image by the author.
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an international audience to the Lower Ninth Ward, which was distinguished as
an extreme case in New Orleans’s widespread travesty (Breunlin & Regis, 2006;
Weeks, 2006). Countless scenes of overturned cars, collapsed roofs, and houses
displaced from their foundations depicted a landscape that seemed incapable of
recovery. This destruction documentation accurately described the Lower Ninth
Ward’s post-Katrina conditions, and certainly the scale of the disaster and the
impediments to rebuilding the neighbourhood were real. But the neighbourhood
was disproportionately represented as a neglected, impoverished and unsettling
example of contemporary racialized injustice.8 As the recovery process evolved,
the neighbourhood was used to symbolize profound governmental incompetence
at the municipal, state and federal levels (Alpert, 2006; Cobb, 2006; Harden, 2005;
Robinson, 2006). It seemed that overly negative descriptions dominated
increasing evidence of rebuilding efforts, political organization and residents’
concerns. Situated within media headlines, the neighbourhood was raised to
iconic status not only as a space of injustice, but also with the ensuing months of
inactivity, as a space of futility.9

Presumptions of futility stalled recovery actions in the Lower Ninth Ward,
and both geographical vulnerability and structural racism were asserted as
conflicting causes of the disaster. As discussed, the Lower Ninth Ward was one of
five neighbourhoods that BNOBC recommended not be rebuilt. Although BNOBC
claimed to have objectively evaluated neighbourhoods in terms of topography, the
Lower Ninth Ward’s vulnerability to flooding has been traced to the imposition of
the man-made Industrial Canal at its western edge and the Mississippi River Gulf
Outlet (MR-GO) on its northern border (Breunlin & Regis, 2006, p. 749;
Interagency Performance Evaluation Taskforce (IPET), 2006; Kates et al., 2006;
Lauria & Soll, 1996).10 Geologist Roy Dokka of Louisiana State University
disputed the BNOBC claim that all of the neighbourhoods for which wetlands
were planned occupied topographic nadirs in the city, noting that the Lower
Ninth Ward lays at a comparable elevation with predominantly White, middle-
class neighbourhoods like Metairie and Kenner that were not listed (Filosa, 2006a,
p. M-1). Dr Mashriqui, a state engineer investigating the levee breaches,
supported this: “They will blame the locality for the destruction, instead of flawed
engineering. . . . If you think the cost is too high, see how much it has cost to get
where we are today” (Schwartz, 2006, p. A-24). These post-Katrina analyses
acknowledge that the disaster was prompted by natural causes, but insist that
social constructions determined which spaces were more ‘valuable’ and,
conversely, which spaces were more vulnerable.11 In other words, more ‘valuable’
spaces received better investments in hazards protections and social services and
were better prepared to recover from the hurricanes (Colten, 2006; Kates et al.,
2006).

The publication of these analyses did not dissuade the unequal pace and
distribution of recovery resources, which crystallized the neighbourhood as an
unviable space. A series of early decisions made at the municipal level affected the
ability of the Lower Ninth Ward to rebuild, and foregrounded the strength in the
claim that less powerful groups absorb the majority of negative impacts.12 Among
these was the delay in access to the neighbourhood, which affected residents’
abilities to assess the state of their housing after the storms and exacerbated
buildings’ toxic conditions (e.g. mould). The Lower Ninth Ward was cordoned off
for three months and the last in the city to receive a ‘Look and Leave’ designation
(New Orleans Mayor’s Office of Communications, 2005b). This night-time curfew

Imageability and Justice in Contemporary New Orleans 349



Figure 2. Map of the Lower Ninth Ward neighbourhood in New Orleans, before the August 2005
hurricanes. Image by the author; building information obtained from the District 8 reconstruction

proposal (New Orleans Neighborhoods Rebuilding Plan (NONRP), 2006).
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Figure 3.Map of the LowerNinthWard neighbourhood, after the August 2005 hurricanes. Image by the
author; building information obtained from the District 8 reconstruction proposal (New Orleans

Neighborhoods Rebuilding Plan (NONRP), 2006).
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was also the last lifted; in May 2006 the city granted a ‘Look and Stay’ designation
to the neighbourhood with a caution against using potable water (New Orleans
Mayor’s Office of Communications, 2006b). Before granting the ‘Look and Stay’,
eminent domain notices were published by the city, with a significant proportion
of demolitions slated for the Lower Ninth Ward, as compared with Gentilly and
Lakeview (New Orleans Mayor’s Office of Communications, 2006a).13 Given the
neighbourhood’s interim status, residents were wholly unprepared to respond
and advocacy organizations such as Association of Community Organizations for
ReformNow (ACORN) and CommonGround organized highly public opposition
campaigns (Cobb, 2006; Nossiter, 2006a). Furthermore, the repair of utilities
in the Lower Ninth Ward lagged far behind service in more wealthy areas.
On 14 June 2006, the Mayor’s Situation Report described the utilities service in all
neighbourhoods as 98–100% operational, except in the Lower Ninth Ward, for
which it reported a defunct sewer system, inadequate potable water, 82%
electrical service, and 70% gas service (New Orleans Mayor’s Office of
Communications, 2006c).14 Situation Reports ceased to be issued after July 2006,
but in December 2007 observations indicated that electrical and gas service were
not fully operational and the water supply remained polluted.15 In addition,
significant disparities were apparent in the reconstruction of levee and flood
protections post-Katrina. In areas such as the Metairie suburb and Lakeview
neighbourhood, flooding protections have been improved with additional
floodgates and improved structural designs, but in the Lower Ninth Ward the
Industrial Canal levee wall has been rebuilt to pre-Katrina standards (interview
with Dr Ed Link, Project Director, Interagency Performance Evaluation Taskforce,
11 July 2006; IPET, 2006). Subsequent analysis by Berkeley engineers indicated
serious erosion along the MR-GO levee wall (Schwartz, 2007).

Whether overt or reliant on inaction, municipal directives conveniently
aligned with media representations of the Lower NinthWard to make ambiguous,
if not unlikely, the city’s commitment to rebuilding the neighbourhood. Midway
through the recovery process the municipality’s resistance became less forceful.
This was due in part to grassroots groups’ highly public protests, which sensitized
the city to the political hazard of neglecting the community. Stopping short of
reversal, the city’s position toward the neighbourhood became more oblique.
InDecember 2006,MayorNagin vowed that the citywould be rebuilt in its entirety,
but stated that recovery would be phased to prioritize recovery efforts in the
unflooded areas before moving east of the Industrial Canal (Filosa, 2006b).
He declared ‘market forces’ would drive the prioritization of recovery efforts
(New Orleans Mayor’s Office of Communications, 2006b), thereby shifting
financial responsibility for recovery to corporations, private institutions and
residents with means. The Mayor acknowledged: “The Lower 9th Ward will
probably be the last area. That’s just the way citizen investment has gone.”
TheMayor’s Office of RecoveryManagement has since identified the Lower Ninth
Ward as one of 17 ‘target recovery zones’ in the city, but both the extent ofmunicipal
involvement in the rebuilding process and the timeline for reconstruction remain
unclear (New Orleans Mayor’s Office of Communications, 2007).16

The challenges of rebuilding the Lower Ninth Ward in this post-Katrina
socio-political environment encourage a re-evaluation of aesthetics’ relation to
ethics (or, the relation of ‘imageability’ and justice). Central to the research is the
question: for a marginalized community largely excluded from the limits of justice
in centralized plans for rebuilding the city, how might the community convince
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the larger public of its viability and proceed toward its own definition of justice?
The following sections expand on this question. The first delaminates the
somewhat ambiguous concept of justice, and its relations to space and image in
the Lower Ninth Ward. The paper then draws from Kevin Lynch’s notion of
‘imageability’ to define further the role of rhetorical representations in acquiring
justice. Finally, analyses of empirical observations in the Lower NinthWard locate
three tactical arenas in which ‘low imageability’ has been key as a counter-
representation of the neighbourhood’s viability and value. These arenas are
formed through tactics that engage with the recurrent problem of architectural
representation, which has necessarily converged with issues of community
representation in the politics of rebuilding this city.

Justice, and Its Multiple Images

Bill Quigly, a law professor at Loyola University, has commented:

There is a real question of equity and justice in terms of what
neighborhoods are being assisted. There is a sense that by their actions,
our public officials are indicating that some people are more welcome
back to New Orleans than others. (Witt, 2007)

Along these lines, Lower Ninth Ward residents have argued that the principle of
justice requires that its spaces be included in New Orleans’s revamped urban
imaginary.17 To define more precisely how community-specific appeals to justice
are expected to deliver equitable improvements in this beleaguered city, this
section builds upon the theoretical frameworks of John Rawls, Iris Marion Young
and Hannah Arendt. It seeks a more specific relation of justice to space, in a
context in which rhetorical representations mediate between the ideal and its
extension.

In the Lower Ninth Ward, the anticipated actions are those that demonstrate
the reversal of injustices through the production of ‘just’ spaces and the
restoration of citizen capabilities. There is indeed an urgent list of actionable
improvements in the Lower Ninth Ward, including: effective flood protection and
drainage systems, clean potable water, improved electricity and gas service,
affordable and desirable public housing, economic opportunities, a fair and equal
voice in municipal legislation, extended public transportation, supportive public
schools with academic programs tailored to resident needs, and local health care
services. More broadly, such a list of deliverables ascribes to John Rawls’s model
of “primary social goods”, which he asserts lies at the core of any society’s
expectations regarding justice. Rawls (1999) writes:

Regardless of what an individual’s rational plans are in detail, it is
assumed that there are various things which he would prefer more of
rather than less. With more of these goods men can generally be
assured of greater success in carrying out their intentions and in
advancing their ends, whatever these ends may be. The primary social
goods, to give them in broad categories, are rights, liberties, and
opportunities, and income and wealth (A very important primary good
is a sense of one’s own worth; but for simplicity I leave this aside until
much later . . . ). (p. 79)
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At its most basic, Rawls’s distributive justice model relies on individuals to agree
blindly on universal needs, or ‘primary social goods’, which are then provided for
by a responsive government (Rawls, 1999, pp. 199–200). Rawls’s foundational
contribution to theories of justice was to formulate a notion of equality as rational,
rather than as a wholly sentimental construct. Justice is thereby defined as the
equitable distribution of benefits and burdens to all individuals in society.
Although Rawls proceeded from a hypothetical construct, he considered it
instrumental in that primary goods, defined by rational individuals, provide
criteria for the delivery of justice (Fainstein, 2009, ch. I-8). In New Orleans, a
central complication to Rawls’s model is the need for considerable governmental
services and financial resources across the entire city. Here neighbourhoods must
compete for their limited distribution. The city has experienced difficulty in
securing adequate federal and private funds, and the City Council is divided on
how to distribute funding to spaces (Eggler, 2009; Guillet, 2007). It is evident that
in this post-Katrina city, the production of ‘just’ spaces is not simply the
consensus-driven gathering of neighbourhoods’ needs and the return of
governmental services.

While Rawls puts forward a compelling ideal scenario, a more relevant
descriptive model for New Orleans draws from Iris Marion Young’s ‘politics of
difference’. Young’s (1990) counter-formulation of justice is based on a celebration
of difference at the scale of individuals in society. Like Rawls, Young provides a
framework for considering the rational basis for equality, but her work as a
planner gives empirical evidence for multiple ideas of justice in the city. Young
shifts the characterization of justice away from the notion that social benefits can
be equitably distributed to distinct groups unified in a universalist society.
Instead, her model sees justice as the elimination of oppression and domination in
its various identity-dependent forms.18 Expanding on this notion in a later text,
Young argues that attention to individuals’ sociopolitical and economic injustices
need not devolve into an essentialist and particularized competition for resources
(Young, 1996). Rather, the rhetorical expression of “problems, goals, ideals and
actions” is considered necessary to democratic deliberation that is oriented
around “discussing the common good rather than competing for the promotion of
the private good” (p. 121).

The most salient association of Young’s model to contemporary New Orleans
is that based on the existence of difference, forms of justice are variable, dependent
not only on changes through time, but also on the requirements and levels of
oppression experienced by different constituencies in society. Along these lines,
each neighbourhood in New Orleans has a specific notion of what minimum
opportunities and liberties should be distributed and what a ‘just’ space is.19

As justice took on multiple and different meanings within the spaces of the city,
neighbourhoods worked independently to secure particular versions. Municipal
government was slow to assimilate these various notions into a comprehensive
understanding of a ‘common good’. Meanwhile, the recuperation of community
identity in public discourse—especially for the Lower Ninth Ward, which was
portrayed as criminal and destitute rather than culturally valuable and physically
viable—became necessary to justify communities’ rights to investment and
reconstruction.20 With this context in mind, we might preliminarily construct a
model of justice in this city in which the release of services and funding to
construct ‘just’ spaces is reliant on ‘proof’ of communities’ value. The latter
depends on ‘imageable’ representations of neighbourhoods’ civic potential.21
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These representations are proliferate, developed by a range of actors involved in
architectural competitions, grassroots organizations, religious groups, tourism
campaigns, municipal task forces and neighbourhood planning committees.

To situate further the role of representations in civic politics, we turn to
Hannah Arendt’s concept of the public sphere. In 1958, Arendt described the ideal
public sphere as a ‘space of appearance’. With the tyrannies of previous decades in
mind, Arendt reinforced the need for renewed negotiations between individual
differences and common human values for an effective civic politics. Arendt built
from the agora model of political assembly within the marketplace to describe a
‘space of appearance’ as an agonistic public forum in which differences can be
seen and heard. She describes it as follows:

it is not the city-state in its physical location; it is the organization of the
people as it arises out of acting and speaking together, and its true space
lies between people living for this purpose. . . . To be deprived of it
means to be deprived of reality, which, humanly and politically
speaking, is the same as appearance. (Arendt, 1958, pp. 198–199)

Arendt considers the sense of sight critical to a public ‘space of appearance’ where
individuals “are only to the extent that they appear” (Kristeva & Collins, 2001,
p. 62). All individuals are capable of making an appearance to initiate
“new realities” through speech and representation; yet mere communicative
rationality is notably insufficient in the long-term (Arendt, 1958, p. 200). Rather, a
renewed and sustained interaction between less and more powerful residents is
necessary for minority civic power to be acknowledged. To this end, galvanized
networks of individuals are key to sustaining a political ‘appearance’ in the public
sphere and challenging perceptions of equity and stability. In particular to the
New Orleans case, we might say that only vivid ‘appearances’ can be
distinguished in the crowd of polarized inter-neighbourhood and neighbour-
hood-municipal perspectives. And certainly, a marginalized space such as the
Lower Ninth Ward has had difficulty convincing a larger public that it represents
value. In this ‘space of appearance’ minoritized residents are charged with both
the burden of engaging with more powerful actors and the responsibility of
reinvigorating public interests. Arendt’s notion of civic politics therefore
fundamentally requires the exchange of images and representations of thought.
Because alternate social imaginaries are the key to preventing an ossified public,
representation is necessary to indicate a compatibility of vision with other civic
actors, and to persuade for social and political change.

Building from these frameworks, consider the proposition: a contemporary
relation between justice and communities requires spatial representations.
In Rawls’s model, the verisimilitude between the ideal and its distribution in
space implies that rhetoric is extraneous to justice acquisition. Quite simply,
deliberation over what justice means is unnecessary – particularly when all
rational individuals are a priori in agreement. It is evident that the Lower Ninth
Ward and New Orleans are embroiled in a much more problematic relation.
To unpack this, the theoretical frameworks of Young and Arendt respectively
introduce realist complications of Rawls’s utopia and ametaphor for the politics of
space in this city. Combined, the ‘politics of difference’ and the ‘space of
appearance’ presciently describe contemporary New Orleans in its pre-justice
state. Here, the acquisition of justice is mediated by plural metaphoric figurations
of justice: images attached to place that appear in the public sphere to persuade and
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support particular ideas of justice. Such a process holds space and image as
primary tools in justice acquisition. These images are not literally referential to a
universal ethical ideal, but are instead imageable for rhetorical purposes. They
manifest regional visions of justice, aggregated to estimate a more comprehensive
understanding of justice in the city.

Imageable Justice

Kevin Lynch’s discussion of ‘imageability’ emerges as a potent framework for
discussing how marginalized communities might be better recognized as spaces
of social value. The contemporary relation between justice and communities
suggests that getting a larger public to recognize a marginalized community’s
value is essential to providing justice equitably in the city. Writing at the same time
as Arendt, Lynch was concerned with the roles that architectural and urban forms
had in reinforcing meaning and orienting individuals to their urban environment.
Writing as part of the Joint Center for Urban Studies, Lynch (1960) writes:

this study will look for physical qualities [of the city] which relate to the
attributes of identity and structure in the mental image. This leads to a
definition of what might be called imageability: that quality in a physical
object that gives it a high probability of evoking a strong image in any
given observer. It is that shape, color, or arrangement which facilitates
the making of vividly identified, powerfully structured, highly useful
mental images of the environment. It might also be called legibility, or
perhaps visibility in a heightened sense. (p. 9)

Lynch’s notion of ‘imageability’ relies on ‘cognitive maps’: individuals’ abstract
and personal understandings of a city’s features (paths, edges, nodes, districts and
landmarks) that correlate with perceptions of ‘value’ (Figures 4 and 5).22 Value is
considered to be foremost subjective, but also understood collectively as the
shared activities, beliefs and knowledge that are associated with spaces
(Lynch, 1960, p. 4). ‘Imageability’ describes the extent to which spaces are
effective in organizing and framing these values. Thus, imageability engages with
the recurrent architectural problem of representation: the problem of connecting
an idea with its referent. The problem of representation for marginalized spaces
is a problem of convincing more powerful city actors that they can be recognized
as socially valued, urbanistically viable and culturally attached to the
‘municipal image’. To define the ‘municipal image’, we need only remember
how New Orleans described its value to the nation when its survival was
questioned. Imageability in this context is highly politicized, in that it illustrates
the semiotic ability of spaces and images to connect with both positive and
negative urban values. And in returning to Arendt’s ‘space of appearance’,
imageability is that quality that allows the neighbourhood’s ‘appearance’ to be
recognized as worthwhile. Successful imageability within the politically charged
‘space of appearance’ requires not just cognitive processes, but the association of
positive allegorical references to ‘unwanted’ spaces in the city. And while the
relation between persuasion and resources is historically familiar, the argument
here is that within New Orleans the image of space functions as a primary tool of
justice acquisition. Arendt’s ‘space of appearance’ and Lynch’s ‘imageability’
illuminate the extent to which space, rhetorical speech and image are mutually
implicated in the construction of social and cultural value in the metropolis.
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Figure 4. ‘Paths and Edges’. Image of the dominant vehicular paths, building lots, and topography in
the Lower Ninth Ward. The water bodies at the north, west and south form the hardest edges that
contain the neighbourhood and, as the 2005 breaches at the Industrial Canal indicate, produced

flooding vulnerability.
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Lynch’s initial definition of ‘imageability’ assumed that images of spaces
must be easily apprehensible and that an image should be closely related to its
referent for individuals to organize reality. This paper is more concerned with
Lynch’s later mediated definition that distinguishes between high (previously just
‘imageability’) and low imageability (Lynch, 1960, pp. 12–13, 46–90). He suggests
that low imageability co-develops with new urban forms, like suburban sprawl,
and that “we must learn to see the hidden forms in the vast sprawl of our cities . . .

[since] We are not accustomed to organizing and imaging an artificial
environment on such a large scale” (p. 12). With this, Lynch moves away from
an insistence on easy apprehension. Low imageability is therefore descriptive of
representations that provoke a low-grade liminal or cognitive response because
we are not used to recognizing them, or because the motif lies outside of iconic
conventions. By re-training perception for the less legible images of the then-novel
landscape, Lynch implies that the most visible or legible images of space are not
necessarily representative of what should be valued in the city. In a later text,
Lynch more specifically implores us to connect “the city as a symbolic
communication device, which can be manipulated to express one set of cultural
values and not another” with the appearance of justice, “since justice lies in the
mind” (Lynch, 1981, pp. 227–228). Extended to our discussion of the Lower
Ninth Ward, this suggests that its potential was not visible because the image
of the neighbourhood as an unviable space was dominant. A discussion of
‘low imageability’ as it relates to the Lower Ninth Ward’s attempts to acquire
justice follows in the next section. To clarify this distinction, the remainder of this
section briefly describes dominant representations of justice and injustice as
examples of ‘high imageability’.

Within a widely affected Gulf Coast landscape, the Lower Ninth Ward has
high imageability as a space of injustice. In support of this claim, the introductory
section outlined the media representations and narratives of unviability that
propelled the neighbourhood to iconic status. This iconicity developed from
representations of actual space, including dilapidated housing, unkempt streets
with uncollected debris, and spaces inundated with flooded waters. However,
these descriptors are not exclusively referential to the aftermath of the 2005
hurricanes. In November 1955, the Ninth Ward Civic and Improvement League
petitioned New Orleans City Council for the following improvements “necessary
for human habitation”:

we refer to poor housing and overcrowded conditions of our schools; the
disease-breeding septic tanks, cesspools, outdoor toilets, stagnant water
in the gutters; the flooded and muddy streets; the uncollected trash and
garbage and the foul odors in the air. (The Times-Picayune (New Orleans),
1955, cited in Landphair, 1999, p. 35)

Ninth Ward social ‘benevolent societies’ have long regarded civic activism
necessary to address deficiencies in physical and social infrastructure. We can
trace this to at least the 1950s, during which civil rights campaigns aligned with
‘environmental’ activism in the Upper and Lower Ninth Wards. In addition to
lobbying for the desegregation of public space and schools, neighbourhood
activists campaigned for better: pavements, street lighting, garbage pick-up,
sewerage, water quality and conveyance, and transportation in the Ninth Ward
(Colten, 2005, p. 100; Landphair, 1999). Two years before the hurricanes, in 2003,
Lower Ninth Ward residents held a rally to protest the neighbourhood
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deterioration that contributed to the high rates of crime in the area. Organized by
the Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now (ACORN),
residents and activists spoke against a backdrop of burned-out cars and mounds
of garbage, requesting that the city “step up police patrols, increase street lighting,
and replace fences along the railroad tracks” (McFarley, 2003, p. N-1; Pompilio,
2001). Today, the recognizable signifiers that indicate the failure of government to
extend services to all of its spaces are also the images that tend to override
consideration of the neighbourhood as anything but unviable. This indicates the
carrying force of high imageability.

By contrast, the high imageability of justice is typically not rooted to
quotidian experience. Iconic examples of justice include courthouses, public
squares, churches, and national territories particularly as seen in relation to spaces
from which refugees flee. These idealized spaces are either removed spatially and
experientially from everyday tasks, or conceived as destinations in which
resolution can be found. In architectural and urban design, monumentality,
formality and historicism are common attributes of Western representations of
justice. The notion that justice can be ideally represented in spatial form assumes
that the meaning of justice is universal, and that its spatial equivalents emanate an
ideal that ‘trickles down’ to less just spaces in society (Pirie, 1983). Reinforcing
this, modern governed societies require representations and principles of justice
to be centrally authorized to retain control over the ideal’s purity and credibility
(Von Hayek, 1976). The iconographic figure of Justitia presents an elemental
analogy. For the last 2000 years Justitia has been represented holding scales to
symbolize the balance of judicial virtue and power, and wearing a blindfold in
self-constraint to avoid fear and favour (Curtis & Resnik, 1987). The restriction of
sight is thought necessary to preserve an objective and rational justice. When the
sense of sight is allowed (e.g. parodies illustrating Justitia peeking from under the
blindfold), justice is more closely connected to partial and ordinary individuals
whose possession of rational judgement is conditional rather than constant.
Similarly, architectural and urban symbols of justice are distanced from everyday
life to ensure that individuals may not easily acquire justice and the ideal is always
strived for.

Justice’s high imageability has taken a slightly different form in recent
architectural and urban ideas competitions for post-Katrina New Orleans. These
‘visions’ for a future New Orleans have included the Netherlands Architecture
Institute’s invited ‘New New Orleans’ competition and Architectural Record’s
‘High Density on the High Ground’ and related student competition for single
and multi-family residences. The projects were widely publicized in 2006, and
seemed precisely timed to circumvent any lingering claims that the city should not
survive (Hales, 2006). Each competition aimed to remake residential and public
spaces with improvements to social interactions, standards of living, and
buildings’ resiliency to future flooding. Although the competition programs
differed, the projects advocated for a ‘just’ city by asserting the city’s right to
rebuild and imagining what residents would need to be more protected from
hazard and engaged in civic life. And like the previous iconic examples of justice,
they aspired to be corrective nodes in the city; charged symbols that could
‘trigger’ a broader investment in ‘just’ space (to use the city’s Office of Recovery
Management terminology). However, here high imageability was constructed not
by historic symbology but from connections to celebrity. Utopian proposals for
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public buildings were put forward by so-called ‘starchitects’ MVRDV (Commu-
nity Center), UN Studio (Mediatheque), and Morphosis (Jazz Center).

In both its traditional and contemporary forms, highly imageable referents of
justice are paradoxically hopeful and unsatisfactory. Clearly, these representations
have impact as rhetorical persuasions, and this analysis does not take issue with
their hypothetical nature. The contention is that these spaces are problematically
formed from an idealized notion of justice. The above competition entries follow
Rawls’s model in that they assumed a consensus had been conceived a priori such
that all spaces in the city would have a similar expectation of justice. With
neighbourhoods requiring different levels of intervention, this is simply not
descriptive of New Orleans. These projects did not address governmental
bureaucracy, the social stigmas associated with particular communities, the
history of cultural antagonism, or the difficulty of attracting reconstruction
financing. By distancing the ideal of justice from the messiness of the rebuilding
process, their corrective proposals served the greater territorial scale of the city,
not the uneven needs of marginalized spaces (Sterling, 2006). Building from this
analysis we might conclude that these “symbolic communication devices” have
limited effect. Ultimately, highly imageable representations of justice do a city
disservice by proceeding solely from a universal concept and neglecting obstacles
to achieving the ideal.

The Low Imageability of Justice

Looking for less imageable forms of justice in New Orleans has foundation in the
following. First, the failures of government recovery processes reinforced a latent
distrust in authorities’ commitment to provide justice to all spaces. As a result,
centralized authorities have become less credible sources for representations and
principles of justice. Second, because injustices have been historically experienced
in marginalized neighbourhoods such as the Lower Ninth Ward, justice can be
said to have been largely out of its control. Finally, the recovery process has
illuminated the extent to which the appearance of value determines the
appropriation of funding and resources. We can assume that this process will not
provide ‘primary social goods’ to those neighbourhoods it does not ‘see’ as
valuable. Accordingly, understanding how New Orleans’s underserved residents
imagine justice will expose more relevant harbingers of social change than highly
imageable representations. We must therefore look for justice elsewhere and in its
less iconic forms to calibrate it for those presently excluded. What follows are
three arenas in which recognizing low imageability becomes a tactic for imagining
and acquiring justice in space.23

The first tactic challenges popular representations of the Lower Ninth Ward’s
futility through an alternate project of cultural archivism. This counter-project is
deceptively simple: it is merely the reconstruction of Chandra McCormick’s and
Keith Calhoun’s photography studio, exhibition space and residence in the Lower
Ninth Ward. To describe its importance as a tactic for justice, it is helpful to
contrast the project to the highly imageable cultural archivism of jazz that
appeared at the national scale. For a moment, we return to Ray Manning’s
statements, which were briefly mentioned in the introduction. Connecting with
both his role as an architect in NewOrleans and as a representative of the BNOBC,
Manning argued for New Orleans’s survival in a radio panel discussion:
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Let’s not forget the cultural base of this nation: jazz . . . it came out of the
cultural milieu of New Orleans and we export it to other places. . . . We
live in the richest, most technologically advanced country in the world,
and to suggest on any level that we cannot find a solution, that we not
rebuild this city is just unacceptable. (On Point Radio, NPR, 2006)

The purpose of this statement was to persuade the nation that jazz was a manifest
justification of the city’s cultural importance. And while seemingly innocuous, the
argument rehearses a historic dismissal of marginalized spaces’ connection to the
rise of jazz culture in this city. In the period after the Second World War,
New Orleans compensated for its declining economy by embracing tourism
(Souther, 2007). The French Quarter became a focal point for these efforts, and
with jazz central to its identity as a place of wanton pleasure, the area represented
New Orleans to the outside world (Kane, 1958). Jazz was thereby disconnected
from the neighbourhoods peripheral to the Quarter, where jazz and blues
musicians resided and performed, and where music was integral to the struggle
against segregation (Berry et al., 1986, p. xi). The Lower Ninth Ward was one of
many neighbourhoods jettisoned from this touristic symbolism (Coleman, 2006).
Although it was not remembered (or marketed) as a space formative to jazz
culture, the Ninth Ward was home to nationally renown musicians, including: the
Lastie Family, highly regarded musicians who brought early jazz into
neighbourhood church services; Kermit Ruffins, a co-founder of the Rebirth
Brass Band and award-winning vocalist and trumpeter; and Fats Domino, who is
credited with traversing audience colour lines with ‘rhythm & blues’ in the 1940s
and 1950s (Berry et al., 1986; Tisserand, 1994; Williams, 1992).24 These divergent
appraisals of the neighbourhood’s cultural value find further illustration in two
1980s assessments. The first, contracted by the city’s Port Authority, evaluated the
neighbourhood as a low-value space with a “negative image and reputation”
(EDAW, Inc., 1980, p. 114).25 The second describes the neighbourhood in wholly
different terms:

Out of the little clubs and honky-tonks came the lingering strains of a
blues tradition. Unlike the raw, plaintive sounds of Mississippi guitars
and harmonicas, Ninth Ward blues built off of pianos and horns. Many
an old upright piano found home in the small clubs dotting the Lower
Ninth; people came to play them and proprietors often encouraged
youngsters to try their hand. (Berry et al., 1986, p. 30)

As an alternate project of cultural archivism, Chandra McCormick’s and Keith
Calhoun’s photography challenges denials of the Lower Ninth Ward’s cultural
value with 30 years’ documentation of musicians, dockworkers, churchgoers,
social aid and pleasure clubs, community gatherings, bars and music venues in
the neighbourhood. These photographers have compiled an atomic under-
standing of the Lower Ninth Ward’s social networks and cultural foundations
(interview with Keith Calhoun, 12 July 2006). Nationally recognized, their realist
body of work substantially contrasts negative generalizations of the Lower Ninth
Ward, and provides visual evidence of the community’s historic engagement in
the city’s complex cultural processes (Willis, 2000, p. 174). To continue their work
post-Katrina, the photographers were awarded a United States Justice Fund
fellowship to produce 40 post-flood portraits and 20 oral histories of fellow
displaced residents. In March 2007, Minnesota College of Design students, under
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direction of Shelter Architecture, helped to complete reconstruction of the
photographers’ exhibition space in the Lower Ninth Ward. While this is only part
of a larger project planned to help resituate the McCormick-Calhoun family in this
neighbourhood, the architecture materializes the assertion that the Lower Ninth
Ward is culturally valuable, and that not rebuilding the neighbourhood “is just
unacceptable”. Through both the visual media of photography and the physical
presence of a place for exhibition, this first tactic of low imageability attempts to
restore the memories of a space past to the consciousness of a present public.26

The second arena introduces the low imageability of decentralized Lower
Ninth Ward recovery efforts. In reaction to inadequate disaster response and the
absence of municipal actions, church-based groups, neighbourhood associations
and activist organizations have been campaigning and rebuilding independently
of government. They draw from a network of extra-local volunteers (including
university students, career activists, and church affiliates) to perform as
advocacy and action groups along with residents. This tactic frames multiple
examples of independent reconstruction efforts, with different mandates
that target specific projects and resident demographics. From this wide array,
three examples follow.

The first describes the efforts of church groups. Before the 2005 hurricanes,
approximately 70 churches were intimately involved in Lower Ninth Ward social
services and community life (Landphair, 1999; Macaulay, 2007). After the
hurricanes, church groups located the recipients of their volunteerism through
denominational networks. Residences and churches were demolished and rebuilt
in a geographically scattered manner, according to affiliation. Many church
buildings were remade as they were remembered to have stood, and this
preservationist stance intentionally linked the notion of community perseverance
with religious solidarity. The poetics of church reconstruction comprised one of
the most effective rhetorical representations of the neighbourhood’s ability to
survive.27 The image of consecrated nodes in the barren landscape presented
residents with hope and galvanized national networks of church volunteers for
neighbourhood recovery (DeVore, 2007). In late 2007 these networks became
visible in news media, when Revd Rowan Williams, Archbishop to the Anglican
Church, visited the Lower Ninth Ward to ‘bless’ the reconstruction efforts of
Episcopalian volunteers and the returning congregation (Taylor, 2007). While
modest in scope, each of the buildings rebuilt by the church groups symbolize
nodes of value in this landscape: nodes connected below the surface to an
international community of support (Markey, 2008).

The second example presents the low imageability of Common Ground’s
recovery efforts. This was one of many grassroots organizations, including
LowerNine and Emergency Communities, which organized in direct response to
the post-hurricane crisis in the Lower Ninth Ward. In the immediate aftermath,
Common Ground formed in radical opposition to “authoritarian military control
and many incidents of racial violence” (Common Ground, n.d.). But in the
recovery work that followed, the group attracted a populist and national
galvanization of volunteers and funds. High school groups, university students,
career activists and families (among others), were attracted to the mantra
“solidarity, not charity” to oppose the conditions in this neighbourhood and the
lack of city-sponsored action. Common Ground’s organizing efforts paralleled
those of the church networks, though they were more motivated by social
disadvantage than religious fortitude. For ‘gutting’ and reconstruction services,
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Common Ground prioritized homes of single-mother families, the disabled,
elderly, and those familiar to the organizers.28 They provided legal advocacy,
registration assistance and structural assessments during the 2006 eminent
domain threats and for federal Road Home funds. In addition to the residences
and community buildings targeted for renovation, Common Ground initiated tool
lending depots, computer services, free kitchens, and a free health clinic for
returning residents in the 18 months after the hurricanes. These services were
provided in renovated residences across the Upper and Lower Ninth Wards,
through which volunteers and residents circulated. Demarcated in the hapless
landscape by activity and resources (and in some cases tall sunflowers planted for
bioremediation on empty lots), these landmarks represented withdrawal from the
municipality in a space remade as frontier. Here, low imageability characterizes
the extent to which critical rebuilding and social services were considered political
activism. Following Common Ground’s logic, if more powerful city actors had
recognized neighbourhood conditions as unjust, it would have felt compelled to
act. To counter this lack of governmental recognition and its neglect, Common
Ground created community landmarks as hubs for corrective activities.

The third example is drawn from June 2006, during the second phase of the
city’s planning process. The New Orleans Neighborhoods Rebuilding Plan
(NONRP), was from the start decentralized in opposition to the Mayor’s tightly
controlled planning committee (BNOBC). As part of these efforts, Councilwoman
Willard-Lewis organized the Lower Ninth Ward Development Association
(LNWDA) and commissioned a Boston planning firm to transform the
neighbourhood’s image. The proposal included the redesign of two corridors
(N. Claiborne and St. Claude Avenues) as a dense composition of tree-lined
pedestrian walks, ground-level retail boutiques and piano nobile residential
apartments (NONRP, 2006). The firm’s proposal was a significant departure from
the neighbourhood’s pre-Katrina panorama of single-story, non-franchised
commercial establishments, and shotgun style residences with rented rear-yard
apartments. In particular, rear apartments were a significant source of income for
many homeowners, who comprised 59% of the population (Green et al., 2007).
Instead of incorporating pre-Katrina commercial activities, earnest reference was
made to mini-mall and urban retail typologies as a way to draw outside residents
to the neighbourhood. The proposals were ultimately not fully supported
by residents or municipal funding bodies (LNWDA meeting, 17 June 2006). But
their significance as a tactic for justice concerns the extent to which these plans
were analogical. By this I mean that the directors of the LNWDAwere concerned
with influencing City Council’s priorities by constructing an image of commercial
potential for the neighbourhood.29 The renderings were evocative of New
Urbanist principles of urban renewal, which had traction in neighbourhoods like
Gentilly (Blackmon &Herrick, 2006). Furthermore, the renderings referred to local
precedents in their architectural similarity to wealthy and centrally located
Magazine Street. This tactic illustrates the role of rhetorical representation in the
planning process, and the extent to which LNDWA used analogical images of
commercial success to incentivize neighbourhood investment.

Finally, in a third arena, a reinvented iconicity was proposed by locating
ecological design in the neighbourhood. To challenge the neighbourhood’s iconic
status as a futile space (Figure 6), celebrity advocates claimed the Lower Ninth
Ward should be a “beacon for sustainable development for New Orleans and the
world” (Global Green USA (GGUSA), n.d.a) A proponent of these ideas, Brad Pitt
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launched the ‘Make It Right’ (MiR) foundation in late 2007. ‘Make it Right’
attracted international architects to design ‘green’ housing prototypes, and an
affordable housing developer and private donations to build twenty single-family
homes in 2008–2009, and 150 homes in total. The initiative developed in part from
an international ideas competition for sustainable housing in April 2006,
co-sponsored by Global Green USA. However, MiR’s iconicity is distinct from the
aforementioned architectural competitions. It proceeded in direct response to the
rebuilding obstacles facing the neighbourhood. Furthermore, its operations relied
on the involvement of residents and the nine community groups that organized
ownership of the homes (Krupa, 2007). Holy Cross Neighborhood Association
vice president Charles Allen described his community’s interest in ‘green design’:

The Holy Cross Project symbolizes renewal and rebirth of the Holy
Cross/Lower 9th ward community. Given the fact that this community
housing/multi-use project is very modern and state of the art in its
appearance and technological design/features, it sends a strong
message to the world that the people of this community have fully
embraced sustainable redevelopment and wish to serve as a model
community in this regard. We in this community wish to no longer be
seen as being relegated to substandard conditions for living and
working in this community. We want nothing but the best. And, we wish
to proclaim commitment to helping preserve the global environment.
(GGUSA, n.d.b)

As Charles Allen’s statement suggests, the “renewal” of the Lower Ninth Ward
relies both on reframing its “message to the world” (from a futile to an ecological
space), and the rehabilitation of “substandard conditions for living and working”.
To address the low imageability of the neighbourhood’s value, humanitarian
intentions were conflated with ecological and celebrity attention. ‘Green design’
reinvented the neighbourhood’s image by aligning its recovery efforts with both

Figure 6. Four images from the Lower Ninth Ward, taken in June 2006, convey the extent of the
hurricane and flooding damage to the neighbourhood. Source: Images by the author.
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local initiatives against climate change and a national concern for sustainability
(Hales, 2006; Roberts, 2006; United States Green Building Council (USGBC), 2005).
However, while it was represented as a model of sustainability at the local
and national levels, the community’s historic skepticism of municipally managed
hazards prevention and infrastructure also aligned with these practices.
Rainwater collection, biologically treated waste systems, elevated ground floors,
attention to the permeability and drainage of ground cover, and solar panels for
energy collection were integral to the ‘Make it Right’ designs. They also facilitate
secession from municipal networks. Even at the small scale of this model home
development, ‘green’ building enables residents to re-establish ideas of cultural
worth in relation to the efficacy of the systems that support their residence, by
ensuring that their maintenance is locally calibrated. As such, a popular iconicity
is connected subtly to an existing oppositional politics. ‘Green design’ represents
an iconic cloak that does not directly reference historical injustices, but associates
with celebrity and popular attitudes toward the built environment to persuade for
justice’s extension.

In these three arenas, Lower Ninth Ward strategies withdrew from
centralized rebuilding processes. This separation, prompted by authorities’
devaluation of the neighbourhood, made these strategies hard to see. The first
strategy appealed to cultural archivism to challenge the city’s narrative of social
and spatial value. The secondmanaged area needs in a polynucleic manner, which
provided multiple visions of the neighbourhood’s future. The last relied on
reinvented iconicity to connect the politics of secession with the advancements of
a ‘green design’ movement. In the making of many just spaces, the groups’ actions
relied on specific constituencies to communicate and reinforce their visions for
the neighbourhood. At the start they did not need government support, which
was considered detrimental to an equitable identification of ‘social goods’ in
New Orleans. Church groups, activists, neighbourhood associations, and ‘green
design’ proponents interpreted the neighbourhood’s needs, future image and
cultural relevance independently of each other and government. In other words,
while these groups were foremost responsible to neighbourhood residents, their
interventions were self-referential.

In the long-term, this could potentially devolve into an essentialist
competition of mandates, or a set of rhetorical frames unconnected from
neighbourhood needs. These recovery efforts will need to be comprehensively
addressed at the municipal level. However, less imageable strategies were critical
as first responders to the neighbourhood’s physical and communicative crisis.
During the most contentious period in the recovery process, they produced
counter-representations of the neighbourhood’s value. They directly confronted
the challenges to rebuilding the neighbourhood rather than relying on a
centralized distribution of ideal benefits. Situated within this particular time and
context, these arenas offer possibilities for reconnecting representations of
marginalized spaces to revitalized citizenship and urban transformation.

Implications

As the discussion has demonstrated, representations of space are radically
integral to the process of acquiring justice. In this process, low imageability
provides frames for perceiving the cultural assets and spatial possibilities that are
unrecognized when the Lower Ninth Ward’s viability is questioned. With
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parallels to Hannah Arendt’s ‘space of appearance’, these possibilities will not
seem to exist unless they appear in the public sphere. They will not appear until
we learn to see more obscure and stochastic relations between the representation
and its signified ethic.

Even when justice has high imageability, its meaning is often related to an
ideal or principle of justice rather than its actual materialization within society.
It is therefore so far abstracted from normative practice that it could have little real
relevance other than as a reminder. If, as Rawls suggested, we could operate on
universal ideals of justice and make them deliverable, each neighbourhood would
be granted requests for its consensus-driven list of needs to ensure the production
of ‘just’ space. Reforms in the political arena, fair distribution of social services
and infrastructure, equal opportunities for opinion, and the protection of the
disadvantaged are all projects deserving attention in several New Orleans
neighbourhoods. Such a context would allow for a greater verisimilitude between
the ideal and its representation.

Unfortunately, justice and the tools for rebuilding are not equally distributed
across the city. Considering low imageability a proleptic device for imagining
justice derives from a need to remake space using rhetorical tools. A political
recovery process consumed by rhetoric complicates the contemporary relation
between justice and its extension to space. For spaces like the Lower Ninth Ward
that are relegated to the realm of low imageability, rhetorical representations
reinvigorate abstract ethics with local calibrations. They operate not only locally to
define and calibrate justice, but also municipally to convince the public that
the Lower Ninth Ward is ‘valuable enough’ to receive resources and support.
In addition, these tactics allow us to follow opportunities available outside
governmental failures and create new combinations of funding reliant on local
galvanizations. This is obviously not the only tool available for acquiring justice.
But it is a strategic option for areas struggling to counter images that misrepresent
injustices as futility.

Notes

1. The various planning processes, initiated at municipal, state and federal scales, involved planning

experts and resident participation to varying degrees. Their recommendations conflicted, their

mandates overlapped, and ultimately it was not clear who was in charge and what was prescribed

for rebuilding the city. These planning processes included: (1) the Mayor’s Bring New Orleans

Back Commission (BNOBC) was initiated in Fall 2005 with members of the Urban Land Institute

and recommended shrinking the city’s footprint; (2) the City Council’s ‘New Orleans

Neighborhoods Rebuilding Plans’ (NONRP), or ‘Lambert Plans’, were initiated in Spring 2006

to counter the opacity of the Mayor’s BNOBC and attempted to integrate better community

organizers into the process; (3) The Federal Emergency Management Agency’s ‘Orleans Parish

Plan/ESF-14’ was initiated in January 2006 to provide a recovery overview and outline a series of

rebuilding projects to initiate recovery in the parish; (4) The Louisiana Recovery Authority’s The

Unified New Orleans Plan (UNOP) (2007) was funded largely by philanthropic bodies, sought to

integrate the various neighbourhood plans underway with citywide policies and regulations, and

encouraged ‘clustering’, an ambiguous effort to consolidate the city’s footprint through both

forced and unplannedmeans; and (5) the appointment of disaster recovery specialist Ed Blakely in

December 2006 redirected coordination of the overall recovery process to the Mayor’s newly

created Office of Recovery Management, which supported ‘trigger’ projects, iconic architectural

and urban initiatives intended to spur private development in 17 target areas. These planning

processes are described in further detail in: Green et al. (2007), Kates et al. (2006), Mikell (2007) and

Nelson et al. (2007).
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2. ‘Imageability’ is a concept defined by the urban theorist and planner Kevin Lynch, and will be
further discussed in the body of this text. Environmental justice literature is prominent in linking
space to justice as a means of defining justice’s limits (Bullard, 1994; Capek, 1993; Cole & Foster,
2001; Colten, 2006).

3. Although the BNOBC recommendations were ultimately rejected and replaced with an alternate
series of convoluted planning schemes (see note 1), skepticism for the intentions of municipal
government persisted (Breunlin & Regis, 2006; Cobb, 2006; The Economist, 2006; The New York

Times, 2007; Nossiter, 2006a).
4. The following gives some pre-hurricane demographic description of the ‘green-dotted’

neighbourhoods, based on 2000 US Census data. New Orleans East was a relatively new
suburban neighbourhood populated by low- and middle-income residents, predominantly
African-American (68%) and Vietnamese (3%—proportionately small in population but highly
organized). Gentilly and Lakeview are located north of Downtown along Lake Pontchartrain.
Lakeview was predominantly White (94%) and upper class, and Gentilly was more diverse and
middle-class (62% African-American, 33%White, and 3% Hispanic). The Upper and Lower Ninth
Wards, incorporated before 1921 when the Industrial Canal physically separated them, are located
east of Downtown. A predominantly low-income African-American (82% and 95%, respectively)
community resided there (Greater NewOrleans Data Center (GNODC), n.d., ‘People & household
characteristics comparison for neighbourhoods within Orleans Parish’). Despite assertions to the
contrary, the recommendation to shrink the city’s footprint could not have developed simply from
‘smart growth’ policies, as many of the city’s suburbs were not similarly ‘green-dotted’
(e.g. Metairie and Kenner) and the neighbourhoods that were ‘green-dotted’ lay within 3–6 miles
of Downtown.

5. A Brown University study completed in January 2006 charted the race and class characteristics of
the most damaged neighbourhoods, including Mid-City, New Orleans East, Gentilly, the Lower
Ninth Ward, Bywater, and Lakeview, which had “90% or more of their residents in damaged
areas” (Logan, 2006). The study found that the storm “struck the neighborhoods of many people of
all backgrounds”, but that “the population of the damaged areas was nearly half black (45.8%)”
and the “odds of living in a damaged area were clearly much greater for blacks, renters, and poor
people . . . poor and black people also have fewer resources for returning and rebuilding” (p. 7).
These findings were confirmed by Congressional Research Service analysis (Gabe et al., 2005,
pp. 13–14). The Brookings Institution estimated that one year after the storms, 49% of the pre-
Katrina population had returned to New Orleans, but that its population had undergone a
considerable demographic shift from 59% to 73%White (Liu et al., 2006). While many areas in the
city experienced similar levels of flooding, the pace and scale of recovery was substantially slower,
started later, andwas larger in scope in areas with lower income and non-White residents (Smith &
Rowland, 2006).

6. An initial registration period of one month, from 20 February to 20 March 2006, was extended first
to four months, then to 29 August 2006 in reaction to grassroots protests (Eggler, 2006; Nossiter,
2006b). Despite the extension, demolition proceeded in the Lower Ninth Ward during this period
(author’s observations, June–July 2006).

7. The Lower Ninth Ward is a downriver neighbourhood occupying approximately 2 square miles,
separated from the ‘central city’ by the man-made Industrial Canal. The neighbourhood is
bordered by the Industrial Canal at its western edge, theMississippi River Gulf Outlet at the north,
theMississippi River at its south, and LouisianaNational Guard barracks and Bernard Parish at its
eastern edge. According to the 2000 US Census, the neighbourhood’s pre-Katrina population was
2.8% (14 008 people) of the city total (484 674), 98.3% African-American, and proportionately high
in elderly residents (14% compared with the 11% average in the city) and homeowners (59%
compared with the 46.5% average in the city). The neighbourhood includes the Holy Cross area,
located along the Mississippi River’s natural levee and populated by middle-income families,
most of whom have resided in their homes for generations (Breunlin & Regis, 2006; Lewis, 2003).
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) initially estimated that 82% of the Lower Ninth
Ward neighbourhood sustained severe structural and flood damage, primarily in the north of the
neighbourhood (Bates & Green, n.d., p. 30; FEMA, 2006). The USGS estimated that the post-
Katrina water levels in the neighbourhood reached depths of between 4 and 12 feet (Smith &
Rowland, 2006). Flood depths were highest in the north-east area bordered by the man-made
canals.

8. As an indication of the extent to which the Lower Ninth Ward still signifies disaster, the January
2009 ‘Prospect.1’ art biennial in the city featured a virtual space recreation of post-Katrina
New Orleans for the online role-play game ‘Second Life’. Chinese artist Cao Fei’s project, titled
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‘RMB City: NO LAB, New Orleans Biennial’, recreated the city as a disaster zone, and was based
wholly on the Lower Ninth Ward landscape (MacCash, 2009).

9. Essayist Dan Baum gave the following characterization: “Depending on who was talking, the two
sodden square miles represented either the indolence, poverty, and crime that Katrina had given
the city a chance to expunge or the irreplaceable taproot of African-American New Orleans.
The Lower NinthWard became, in the aftermath of Katrina, a vortex of overwrought emotion and
intemperate rhetoric, a stand-in for conflicting visions of the city’s future” (Baum, 2006, p. 46).

10. The Mississippi River Gulf Outlet (MR-GO) has been denounced as a ‘hurricane superhighway’
for providing a conduit for storm surges crossing the swamplands of the neighbouring parishes
(Breunlin & Regis, 2006). The Industrial Canal’s levee wall suffered several severe breaches on
29 August 2005, including that by a shipping barge, which destroyed a portion of the levee wall
and ploughed through the neighbourhood’s north-east section. In addition to these man-made
vulnerabilities, the area has experienced significant infrastructural disinvestment in the last
decades. In the 1970s, a real estate and infrastructure boom (e.g. land infill and drainage, utility
infrastructure, and building systems) in the suburbs of New Orleans coincided with a period of
‘white flight’ (Lewis, 2003, pp. 76–84). Whites either moved to the suburbs or held onto properties
on the natural levee, and a ‘belt of black population’ shifted to areas behind the artificial levee on
the eastern peripheries of the city, which became crowded and where “drainage was bad,
foundation material precarious, streets atrociously unmaintained, mosquitoes endemic, and
flooding a recurrent hazard” (Lewis, 2003, p. 52). In the 1980s, the Board of Commissioners of the
Port of New Orleans contracted with the planning firm EDAW, Inc. to guide “future public and
private investment decisions that may affect the residents of the Ninth Ward” (EDAW, Inc., 1980,
p. 1). EDAW identified the following ‘liabilities’ affecting development in the Lower Ninth Ward:
“physical isolation from the remainder of the City; serious housing quality deficiencies;
unfavorable housing market conditions; narrow and congested streets in poor physical condition;
widespread quality deficiencies in community facilities resulting from inadequate levels of
maintenance; shortages in recreation, police, and classroom facilities; poor drainage; a declining
population with a high dependency ratio and a low level of educational attainment;
high unemployment and subemployment, an unskilled labor force, a high proportion of
low-income households; and a negative image and reputation” (p. 114). It is obvious from the
report that disinvestment persisted into the 1980s, and despite the neighbourhood’s robust civic
activism. These disadvantages were present in other areas in the city, but for the Lower Ninth
Ward, funding for continual repairs and insurance payments were not forthcoming (Colten, 2005,
pp. 54–57, 83, 90).

11. This is amuch-repeated argument in this city. In reference toHurricane Betsy,whichmade landfall in
1965, thehistorian JohnM.Barrywrote: “to sayyoucan’t re-inhabit theNinthWardbecauseof safety is
a bit of a phony argument. . . . If you build a good flood-control system, the entire city is safe. If we
don’t get a good flood-control system, the entire city is dangerous” (Barry, 1998, p. 222).

12. Generally speaking, the risks of environmental hazard, social problems and economic decline are
shifted to marginalized spaces where residents are not considered valuable stakeholders
(McCarthy & Prudham, 2004). More specific to New Orleans, Mickey Lauria and Michael J. Soll
substantiate the notion that “less powerful groups absorb the majority of negative impacts” in
their discussion of malfeasance in the siting of the Industrial Canal, and its effective separation of
the Lower Ninth Ward from the ‘city proper’ (Lauria & Soll, 1996).

13. TheMayor’sOffice issued the following statementoneminentdomaindemolitions: “TheCityofNew
Orleans will also provide notification. . . . At least 7 working days prior to demolition of properties
blocking public rights-of-ways, including 99 of the 117 Ninth Ward properties, and the 4 properties
located in Gentilly and Lakeview” (New Orleans Mayor’s Office of Communications, 2006a).

14. In addition, the Mayor’s Office reported that 18.8% of upper-middle-income Lakeview and 14.6%
of middle-income Gentilly had received and/or applied for electrical permits (New Orleans
Mayor’s Office of Communications, 2006c). Only 2.8% of Lower Ninth Ward residents had similar
activity. This suggests that recovery inequity was linked to disparities in financial resources and
historical disinvestment, and more specifically to the presence or absence of individual means for
returning and rebuilding, federal and insurance assistance, and the quality and maintenance of
infrastructure, social services and building stock before the storm.

15. Involvement with the Lower Ninth Ward began with volunteering efforts and field research
during June and July 2006. During this period, I lived in an Upper Ninth Ward school retrofitted
for volunteer living, provided structural assessments and demolition work for a local grassroots
organization (Common Ground), and documented rebuilding efforts in the Lower Ninth Ward.
I returned to the area in December 2007, volunteering for rebuild efforts with different grassroots
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organizations (LowerNine, Emergency Communities, and Lower Ninth Ward Village) and living

for two weeks in the neighbourhood.

16. Under the Office of RecoveryManagement (ORM), funds have started to be allocated to particular

projects thought to ‘trigger’ further investment in identified ‘recovery zones’, but actions to follow

these allocations have been stalled by City Council disputes, federal delays, and fund

mismanagement (Eggler, 2009; Guillet, 2007). There are promises of US$136 million in funds to be

split in the development of a NewOrleans East ‘District Center’ (for retail use) and a Lower Ninth

Ward ‘Neighborhood Center’. As the ORM terms it, these two developments are considered

“public assets . . . to generate further private investment from developers” (ORM, 2007). This

suggests a high reliance on laissez-faire development strategies, particularly for areas in need of

substantial recovery efforts.

17. In January 2007, the local New Orleans ACORN chapter, which had been active in Lower Ninth

Ward civic activism before the 2005 hurricanes, issued a 200-page document to describe desired

improvements for the neighbourhood (ACORN, 2007). This included a Five-Year Action Plan, in

which both threats and opportunities for rebuilding were discussed (see also Cronrath,

2005/2006).

18. As an example, individuals with multiple identity-associations that have historically encountered

discrimination, such as x-age (young)—x-race (African-American)—x-gender (female), might

experience multiple discriminations that align with biases in society.

19. See, for example, the discussion on the ‘New Orleans Neighborhood Rebuilding Plans’ (NONRP),

or ‘Lambert Plans’ (Kates et al., 2006; Nelson et al., 2007). This process was notoriously atomized by

neighbourhood interests unable to agree on a comprehensive vision for rebuilding the city.

20. Bound up with the assumption that rebuilding this area is futile is a conflation of the Lower Ninth

Ward with criminality (e.g., guns, drug paraphernalia and networks, gangs, etc.). Reinforcing

socio-economic and racialized segregation patterns that became most pronounced in the 1980s,

this conflation assumes a homogenous criminalized African-American identity and inscribes it

within this neighbourhood. Certainly this neighbourhood has been “crime-ravaged” (Pompilio,

2001, p. M-1) in a city that exceeded national averages for murder and drug-related crime since the

mid-1990s (MSNBC, 2005). The spatialized and racialized fear of crime informed the everyday

activities of NewOrleans residents who could easily avoid this canal-separated neighbourhood in

“commonsense routines of survival” (Regis, 1999, pp. 477–478). The collective assumption of a

criminalized Lower Ninth Ward persisted after it was largely emptied of its residents, and news

media ascribed the ‘return of crime’ mid-2006 to the return of evacuees (Nossiter, 2006c; Foster,

2006). While homicide increases were reported in central areas of the city at this time, the Lower

Ninth Ward did not see a resurgence of crime except the theft of architectural antiques (Thevenot,

2006). Nevertheless, the National Guard re-patrolled the Lower Ninth Ward beginning in mid-

June. This overly easy and persistent ascription of the Ninth Ward as crime-ridden was not

statistically or experientially referential to the neighbourhood’s actual situation.

21. In an Aspen Institute White Paper on community development corporations, Auspos et al. (2007)

expound on this importance of “managing a public image” as fundamental to building and

maintaining civic capacity. In their definition, civic capacity is evaluated by the ability to leverage

resources and influence decision-making.

22. Later, Fredric Jameson would extend Lynch’s ‘cognitive mapping’ to its logical conclusion, with

a cynical shift from ‘value’ to ‘ideology’ (Jameson, 1991, pp. 1–54). ‘Cognitive mapping’, in

Jameson’s definition, allows individuals to understand ideological representations and it becomes

a way for the postmodern subject to orient himself to the fragmentary and deleterious capitalist

conditions inscribed in space.

23. This analysis is drawn from 2006–2007 field research, including: Ninth Ward resident and activist

interviews and attendance at community meetings (Lower Ninth Ward Development Association

meetings and Lower Ninth Ward Survivor’s Council meetings in June–July 2006).

24. Fats re-emerged in the media spotlight when he was rescued from his Lower Ninth Ward home

during the August 2005 floods (Coleman, 2006).

25. See note 10.

26. This tactic was identified in June–July 2006. To appreciate its success, see the PBS television

segment that discusses the Calhoun-McCormick gallery and photography as part of the citywide

‘Prospect.1’ arts biennial (Brown, 2008).

27. See, for example, the documentary photography of Ed Richards, a professor at Louisiana State

University LawCenter. Richards photographed churches in the LowerNinthWard throughout the

recovery period (see http://www.epr-art.com/katrina/9th-ward-church.htm).
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28. ‘Gutting’ is the process of removing all that lies on the interior of a building, such that wall and
ceiling structural members are exposed. Lower Ninth Ward buildings endured high floodwaters
and could not be inspected by residents for more than three months after the storms. As a result,
‘gutting’ was an especially dangerous task – ‘black mold’ thrived in the humidity, and
refrigerators left in the houses required special disposal.

29. See note 21.
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