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Abstract 

This thesis examines the use of looting as a narrative of order. Focused within post-natural 

disaster contexts, U.S. race politics and the case study of post-Hurricane Katrina New 

Orleans, this thesis argues that the invocation and policing of looting and looters are central 

sites in which the prose and practice of dominant social order can be investigated and 

unpacked. Through the analytical lens of looting, one can decipher underlying social 

anxieties of disorder associated with uncontrolled “surplus populations” and threats to 

property norms. In turn, order is believed to be restored when these populations and norms 

are properly controlled. Thus, by examining the moments and ways in which the label of 

looting and looter are applied and responded to, one can begin to unveil a cosmology and 

pathology of order.  
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I: Introduction 

On 29 August 2005, Hurricane Katrina swept across the Louisiana and Mississippi Delta 

region leading to the most devastating natural disaster in United States history. While over 

500,000 residents were displaced and over 1,800 died as a result of the storm, the main post-

Katrina narrative disseminated in media and government discourse quickly moved from one 

about relief and support for the survivors to a law and order narrative based on reports of 

rampant looting. Looting stories were framed exclusively as predatory, illegitimate, violent 

and criminal. These stories, beamed ceaselessly by an around-the-clock news media, and 

brought into living rooms across the country and around the globe, portrayed post-Hurricane 

Katrina New Orleans as a site of rampant violence and disorder, indeed a warzone. 

Underneath yet central to this framing was the particular racialization of the looter. Images 

characterized the looting as actions taken by New Orleans’ poor, black population, 

particularly young, black men. Stories and rumors, mostly unfounded, spread rapid fire of 

thuggish, young looters storming supermarkets, liquor stores and electronic stores, stealing 

guns from Wal-Mart and even looting nursing homes and hospitals. 

 As a result, two days after the storm’s devastation hit New Orleans, the New Orleans 

Police Department (NOPD) decided to conclude remaining search and rescue operations and 

prioritize their efforts on the prevention of looting and the arrest of looters. Echoed through 

the chain of command, from the Mayor, the Chief of Police and police officers the mission 

became one of restoring law and order. Louisiana Governor, Kathleen Blanco also joined this 

chorus deploying over 36,500 National Guardsmen from multiple states in part to support 

police efforts at restoring law and order. Through the news media she issued a declaration 

that “[t]hese troops know how to shoot and kill and they are more than willing to do so if 

necessary and I expect they will.”1  

 This thesis will argue that looting, particularly in post-disaster contexts, constitutes a 

law and order narrative promulgated in the dominant media and governmental prose. Thus, 

by examining these frames and narratives one can uncover a fundamental way in which the 

dominant social order is constructed and reinforced. This analytical lens affirms an 

understanding of dominant social order as a power-laden process based upon the delineation 

of social places and inclusion or exclusion from them. By “power-laden” process, I mean that 

power dynamics affect and influence every point in the negotiation, contestation and 

enforcement of order. The delineation of social places sustains the dominant order by 

                                                        
1 Footage of this press conference is available in: Spike Lee, When the Levees Broke: A Requiem in Four Acts, 
Documentary, (A Spike Lee Film and 40 Acres and a Mule Filmworks Production, 2006). 
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attempting to normalize who has access to privileged political and economic resources. The 

architecture of social differentiation requires the creation of social “others” effectuated 

through a combination of ideology, culture and coercion. The state is central to this effort in 

its fundamental identity as an entity that specializes in repressive and coercive force utilized 

to advance its political and economic interests and those of whom it represents, namely the 

elites. In fact, as the treatment of looting in post-disaster contexts reveals, coercive force and 

dominance are the guarantors of order. While social differentiation and related social 

anxieties of the “other” aspire for hegemony and help create dominant order, outbreaks of 

looting prove their limitation. Instead violence and dominance are required for maintenance 

of the previously hegemonic order.  

Looting then serves as a useful analytical lens that reveals the social anxieties that 

underlie order and the overt and demonstrative coercion that overlay it. This is evident most 

recently in the treatment of and response to significant looting in parts of the United 

Kingdom. There, these events have been rendered by media outlets and the government as 

clear examples of disorder that demand not the full reach of the law, but rather an extended 

repressive reaction. As a result, the conservative government has proposed removing 

suspected looters and their families from subsidized housing, banning use of social media and 

utilizing the armed forces to restore order.2 

 Placed within the context of the U.S. and as will be demonstrated in the case study of 

post-Katrina New Orleans, the invocation of looting, whether imagined or real, functions as a 

discursive and political configuration through which law and order is constructed and 

performed. This configuration is not neutral, but relies, in particular, upon dominant social 

anxieties of race and the specter of the “black criminal” created as the social “other” to 

dominant white identities and power. In turn, this configuration enables the mobilization of 

state violence and repression targeted particularly against the social “other” of the looter. The 

looter thus embodies disorder. Order is restored then, when these social classes are 

considered controlled. Paradoxically, however, the exceptional use of force requires that the 

state employ disorder in order to restore order.  

                                                        
2 For recent news coverage discussing these events and proposals, see, for example: “London riots: Parliament 
to be recalled,” BBC, August 9 2011, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-14454516; “England riots. 
Fightback under way, says PM,” BBC, August 11 2011, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-14474393; Doug Gross, 
“British PM proposes social media ban for rioters,” CNN, August 12 2011, 
http://edition.cnn.com/2011/TECH/social.media/08/11/london.riots.social.media/index.html?hpt=hp_t1; John F. 
Burns, “British Leader Seeks Public Housing Evictions for Rioters and Their Families,” The New York Times, 
August 12 2011, http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/13/world/europe/13britain.html?_r=2&ref=global-home.   
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 The law and order function of the looting narrative can appear in multiple 

“emergency” contexts, including armed conflict, civil disturbances and natural disasters. For 

purposes of this paper, the focus is on post-disaster contexts. Post-disaster contexts prove ripe 

for a focus on looting and law and order within the U.S. as other post-disaster moments in 

addition to post-Katrina New Orleans have been treated with similar narratives of and 

responses to alleged looting and disorder. These include, for example, the Johnstown Flood 

of 1889, the Galveston Hurricane of 1900, the 1906 San Francisco earthquake, the Ohio 

Floods of 1913 and Hurricane Hugo in 1989. For purposes of this thesis, post-disaster 

contexts are defined as situations in which most or all of a community built structure is 

heavily impacted, emergency organizations’ facilities are directly hit, local officials are 

unable to undertake their usual work roles, and help from nearby communities cannot be 

provided. However, the impact that natural disasters have is hardly “natural.” Instead, the 

impact and response are determined by political and social factors usually dictated by 

elements of the state. Nonetheless, in post-disaster environments order, conceived broadly in 

political, social, economic and natural terms, is disturbed if not shattered. Understood in this 

sense, the need and drive to restore law and order becomes not just a focus on physical or 

infrastructural order, but a political order and indeed, metaphysical order. Underwriting the 

cosmology of this metaphysical order are social anxieties of the social “other” which become 

manifest in the persona of the looter. In this sense, unpacking the way in which looting is 

framed reveals the pathologies of order. 

 In addition to helping inform a richer understanding of the meaning and maintenance 

of order and disorder, as well as the meanings of looting in particular, this analysis can 

provide a useful contribution to other debates, such as appropriate humanitarian responses to 

natural disasters, the use and legitimacy of military in domestic matters as well as debates as 

to the purpose and function of the state and governance in late-modern society. 

 

Thesis methodology 

I will attempt to analyze this problematique through an application of critical social theory. In 

essence, critical social theory is the application of a multidisciplinary knowledge base in 

order to critique “institutional as well as conceptual dilemmas, particularly those that lead to 

domination or oppression” in order to advance “the emancipatory function of knowledge.”3 

Critical social theory assumes, at its base, that social reality is historically constituted and is 

                                                        
3 Zeus Leonardo, “Critical Social Theory and Transformative Knowledge: The Functions of Criticism in Quality 
Education,” Educational Researcher 33, no. 6 (September 2004): 11. 
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constantly produced and reproduced. While people maintain power and agency to change 

their circumstances they are constrained by a range of political, economic, social and cultural 

forms of domination. As its name implies, it is based on a combination of critical theory, such 

as that of Marx and Kant and social theory, such as postmodernism and cultural studies. 

 In order to navigate this analysis, I have examined a range of sources and literature. 

This includes secondary literature in the fields of political and social theory, sociology, 

history, anthropology, cultural studies and media studies. I have also utilized a variety of 

primary sources, including, government reports and statements, case law and legal 

proceedings, news reports and in the case of post-Katrina New Orleans, in particular, 

interviews and statements from disaster survivors and alleged looters. The last of these is 

important as it allows us to better understand the impact that this dominant rendering of 

looting has on the lives of the communities it targets. 

 As will be evident in the course of this thesis, the analysis is highly qualitative in 

nature. In part, this is a result of the fact that reliable data on looting practices, especially in 

post-disaster contexts, is not readily available. Further, in the context of post-Katrina New 

Orleans, this quantitative data is increasingly suspect due to evidence of forged and discarded 

evidence by the police and the extraordinary pressure on suspects to accept plea offers rather 

than remain incarcerated for six months or more while they await trial.4 Nonetheless, a 

critical and valuable analysis can be conducted utilizing qualitative sources, particularly 

when analyzing media and government discourse and interviews with disaster survivors. 

 The dissertation has three main chapters in addition to the introduction and 

conclusion: Order; Marking Disorder: Looting and Natural Disasters and lastly; the Post-

Katrina New Orleans case study. Each chapter contains multiple subsections as outlined in 

the table of contents. 

 

 

  

                                                        
4 Ari Shapiro, “Judge Vows to Free Inmates Held Since Katrina Hit,” Morning Edition (NPR News, August 25, 
2006), http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=5708448; “Citing Katrina Backlog, Judge 
Releases Inmates,” Los Angeles Times, October 7, 2006, http://articles.latimes.com/2006/oct/07/nation/na-
release7; US Department of Justice Civil Rights Division, Investigation of the New Orleans Police Department 
(Washington, D.C.: US Department of Justice Civil Rights Division, March 16, 2011). 
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II: Order 

This chapter provides a basic conceptual framework for understanding order as it is used in 

this thesis. The framework draws upon and problematizes certain key understandings of the 

concept, particularly the ideas of Augustine, Said and Gramsci. At its basis, dominant order, 

as analyzed here, is a process that requires society – and consequently, power and resources 

within it – to be divided into insiders and outsiders through the use of ideology and culture 

and is backed up by coercive force. In this sense, order needs to be continuously policed and 

is deemed most secure when this division is deemed secure. Thus, the conceptual framework 

of order that is employed in this thesis is one that rests upon notions of “othering” and 

aspirations of hegemony. After establishing my conceptualization of order it will be placed 

within the context of the United States, focusing in particular on U.S. racial constructs. In 

doing this, I will attempt to “race” the concept of hegemony. Finally, the section will 

consider this combined “ordering” process of ideology, culture and coercion within the U.S. 

context by looking briefly at the historical development of U.S. crime and punishment 

politics and practice and their reliance upon racial politics. This process begins to reveal the 

way in which dominance becomes central to the maintenance and restoration of social order 

in perceived periods of crisis or emergency while hegemony, through ideological and cultural 

means, has been significantly challenged. This final step is critical to better understand the 

racialized narrative of looting and the response to this as deployed in U.S. post-disaster 

contexts, including post-Katrina New Orleans. 

 To be sure, the effort to trace a lineage of order and its meaning and use in society is, 

as Garland has observed, at once both genealogical and sociological. It is genealogical in 

terms of attempting to understand the social and historical processes that have given rise to 

present ways of performing social control; and sociological in terms of attempting to identify 

and understand rules of discourse and action and the role they play in governance of late 

modern society.5 The use of looting as an analytical tool helps in this effort. As Garland 

states,  “[i]n studying the problem of crime and social control we can glimpse the more 

general problems of governing late modern society and of creating social order in a rapidly 

changing social world.”6 

 Before moving into this discussion it is important to make clear that the attempt here 

is not to present a comprehensive review or analysis of the concept of order or its constitutive 

                                                        
5  David Garland, The Culture of Control: Crime and Social Order in Contemporary Society (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2002), 2. 
6 Ibid., 26. 
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parts, notably race. Indeed, there are a number of writers and thinkers who have discussed the 

question of order that are not considered in this paper. Additionally, there are many aspects 

that are beyond the scope and purpose of this thesis in general and this section in particular. 

Further, the goal here is not to present a static understanding of order, i.e. one that was 

established long ago and has remained immutable since. Rather, it is to consider order as a 

social process that is consistently negotiated and renegotiated and where the dominant 

rendering of order relies upon particular forms of social and political domination in order to 

maintain its hegemony. Thus, this thesis will present a particular understanding of order, 

which will allow for a better understanding of the ways in which looting and looters are 

treated, particularly in post-disaster contexts, such as the one that followed Hurricane 

Katrina. 

 

Creating division as order 

Dominant social order, as treated in this thesis, is one that is established through social 

differentiation and exclusion secured not just through ideology and culture, but, especially in 

times of perceived crisis or exception, dominance.  

Thus, at the foundation of order is a process of social delineation and exclusion. To be 

sure, the delineation of social places and inclusion or exclusion from them is intimately 

linked with power. By constructing and reinforcing social distinctions and cleavages, those 

with and seeking power are better able to maintain and increase it. Order is about power 

relations, i.e. who has and who should have power in a society. Thus, the prose, politics and 

practice of order are power-laden ones. This study then, becomes an effort to further 

understand the ways in which dominant societal classes attempt to situate and maintain their 

power through the use of order.  

Augustine’s fourth century philosophy and theology represent the emergence of this 

form of order, which posited that since human beings are sinful by nature order requires strict 

social control and the delineation of social places and inclusion or exclusion from them. 

Augustine’s philosophy gained traction throughout Western Europe and became the overall 

pattering of its societies.7 Elements of Said’s examination of “Orientalism” are additionally 

useful to understand the way in which social differentiation occurs and is central to order. For 

Said, Orientalism is a system of beliefs and archetypes of Eastern societies and peoples 

developed by and for Western societies and peoples that serves to construct an imagined 

                                                        
7  Nicholas J. Rengger, International Relations, Political Theory, and the Problem of Order: Beyond 

International Relations Theory? (London: Routledge, 2000), 6. 
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Western identity in opposition to the Oriental “Other.” At the same time it is also used to 

promote, justify and continue Western power and domination over the East. A crucial part of 

this process was designating the Orient as the negative inverse of the West. These 

representations and beliefs became platforms for ideologies and policies advanced by the 

West. Indeed, they were entrenched in state institutions and helped concentrate the power the 

state and elites. Said’s work falls short, however, in providing a complete foundation for 

understanding order and the social anxieties that underpin it, especially in terms of looting, as 

he does not allow space for the “other” to speak back or challenge this system.8  

While Augustine and Said help to understand the way in which order is conceived 

through a power-laden process of social differentiation, Gramsci’s analysis of hegemony is 

useful to trace the coercive and consensual ways in which elites and dominant classes are 

able to maintain such order.9 

 Although Gramsci developed his theory of hegemony from a Marxist starting point, 

his unique contribution is his emphasis on the importance of ideology and culture as a way in 

which power functions in society. For Gramsci, through the use of ideology and culture, 

dominant classes are able to convince subordinate classes to accept such societal structures as 

common sense, if not even natural. Hegemony, then, is reached when certain relationships of 

power are treated as everyday and common sense by all classes in society.10
  

 Hegemony is not a fixed point, however, but rather is readjusted and re-negotiated 

constantly. Further, coercive and consensual control is required to maintain hegemony. As 

will be discussed in the next sections, the treatment of looting, particularly in post-disaster 

contexts, by the state and media are emblematic of these coercive and consensual control 

efforts.  

 The notion of hegemony is reflected in the concept of a “political settlement,” which 

is cited as a necessary prerequisite for effective state governance. Political settlement 

includes the “informal rules, shared understandings and rooted habits that shape political 

interaction and conduct, and that are at the heart of every political system.”11 This settlement 

                                                        
8 One of the earliest and leading criticisms of this aspect of Said’s work can be found in: Gayatri Chakravorty 
Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, ed. C. Nelson and L. 
Grossberg (Basingstoke: Macmillan Education, 1988), 271-313. 
9 Rather than a divergence, Gramsci’s work supports the later efforts of Said who acknowledged the crucial 
influence of Gramsci’s work on his own, see: Moustafa Bayoumi, “Reconciliation without Duress: Said, Adorno 
and the Autonomous Individual,” in Edward Said and Critical Decolonization, ed. Ferial J. Ghazoul (Cairo: The 
American University in Cairo Press, 2007), 47-48. 
10 Dominic Strinati, An Introduction to Theories of Popular Culture (London: Routledge, 1995), 165. 
11 OECD, Supporting Statebuilding in Situations of Conflict and Fragility: Policy Guidance, DAC Guidelines 
and Reference Series (OECD Publishing, 2011), 31. 
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is not always inclusive, however, as it rests upon a certain level of exclusion and privileging 

of certain groups over others that is often determined by historical legacies, such as structural 

cleavages based on class, race, ethnicity and culture.12 

There are certain limitations to hegemony, however. Although this will be discussed 

in more detail in the section in looting and illustrated through the post-Hurricane Katrina case 

study, a preliminary discussion of the breakdown of hegemony and the reliance on 

dominance for the maintenance of social order is useful now. In terms of consensual control 

efforts, the act of looting, especially when conducted by a wide class of society, represents a 

failure of the ideological and cultural control mechanisms to maintain hegemony. Through 

looting, the otherwise normative acceptance of consumerist lifestyles are inverted and 

restructured. In this sense, while hegemony may be a goal, and to a certain extent achieved 

during “normal” times, the exceptional and coercive response by the state in response to 

disorder signified by looting reveals the way in which social order ultimately relies upon 

dominance for its maintenance and restoration. It is not until dominance through force is 

considered adequate that order is considered secure. 

 

Race, crime and punishment, and order in the United States 

The previous subsections established social order as the dominance of certain forms of social 

differentiation that guide, shape, demarcate and reinforce power relationships in society and 

the use of coercive force to enforce and maintain it. Since the cases reviewed in this thesis are 

in the United States, this portion of the thesis will explore how this order is constructed in the 

United States. Certainly, within the U.S., as elsewhere, there are multiple ways in which 

power in society is divided and established. These include, but are not limited to, gender, 

ability, age, sexual orientation, class and education. In fact, these mechanisms of power are 

not mutually exclusive, but rather complement and intersect one another. The focus here is on 

race as being central to the construction of order and disorder in American society.13  

  Although often employed in biological terms, it is well established that race is a social 

construct and as such, its use and meanings vary depending upon place and time.14 

                                                        
12 Ibid., 26-27. 
13 Of course, issues of class and gender, in particular, intersect and influence the meaning and uses of race, 
especially in terms of looting. 
14 For example: Cornel West, Race Matters (Boston: Beacon Press, 2001); Audrey Smedley and Brian D. 
Smedley, “Race as Biology Is Fiction, Racism as a Social Problem is Real,” American Psychologist 60, no. 1 
(January 2005): 16-26; Joe Feagin, Racist America: Roots, Current Realities and Future Reparations (New 
York: Routledge, 2001); Manning Marable, How Capitalism Underdeveloped Black America, Updated Edition., 
South End Press Classics Series Volume 4 (Cambridge, Massachusetts: South End Press, 2000). 
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Nonetheless, race in the U.S. is linked to the ways in which order has been established, power 

distributed and social places have been marked. These dynamics of race operate in individual, 

social and institutional relationships. As Feagin argues, “[e]very part of the life cycle, and 

most aspects of one’s life, are shaped by the racism that is integral to the foundation of the 

United States.”15 Although challenged, negotiated and redefined, including who belongs to 

what racial grouping,16 race in the U.S. has broadly served the political, economic and social 

interests of those deemed “white” to the exclusion of those deemed “of color”. Race and 

whiteness has been a central way in which, to borrow Anderson’s term, the “imagined 

community” of the U.S. established itself.17 In this sense, racial constructs have been a 

fundamental means through which social differentiation and exclusion have been imagined 

and created in the U.S. While whiteness marks the “inside”, the “normal” or explicitly for 

purposes of this thesis, “order”, blackness in particular has been used as its negation, as 

“disorder”. 

 Indeed, black Americans have come to symbolize the social anxieties of a white 

America fearful of a change in power relations. As a means to make white power structures 

hegemonic, key stereotyped images of black Americans have been constructed through 

ideology and culture and represent this anxiety. Hall outlines these as the “grammar of race” 

and details the ways in which they have been developed and disseminated through popular 

culture and media.18  Similarly, West has identified the symbolism of the black criminal, 

welfare queen and sexual stereotypes of the Jezebel or Bigger Thomas.19 West argues 

convincingly that these symbols “played a crucial role in black subjugation by suggesting that 

these people are not like ‘us’.”20 The complexity and uniqueness of individual human beings 

is denied and “[i]n this sense one negative stereotype can be applied to all”, i.e. creating the 

other.21  

While these symbols mutually reinforce each other, the symbol of the black criminal 

is particularly salient for the discussion on looting. Promoted through popular media and 

                                                        
15 Feagin, Racist America: Roots, Current Realities and Future Reparations, 2. 
16 For a discussion on changing social definitions of which communities are deemed “white”, see: Noel Ignatiev, 
How the Irish Became White (London: Routledge, 1996). 
17 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, Revised 
Edition. (London: Verso, 1991). 
18 Stuart Hall, “The Whites of Their Eyes - Racist Ideologies and the Media,” in Gender, Race and Class in 

Media - A Text Reader, ed. Dines, et al. (London and New Delhi: Sage Publications and Thousand Oaks, 1995), 
21. 
19 West, Race Matters. 
20 As discussed in, Rosemary Cowan, Cornel West: The Politics of Redemption (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2003), 
22. 
21 Ibid. 
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picked up in prevalent crime and punishment frameworks, as discussed next, the black 

criminal is imagined as omnipresent yet sudden and as a threat to the “self,” to order.22 

Indeed, the representation of black Americans, particularly young, black men, as predatory 

and savage mark them, en masse, as “a problem” that needs to be controlled. The rational for 

this control is politically and socially situated. Indeed, social control of young, black men 

becomes acceptable and desired as necessary for order. In this sense, the black criminal 

archetype constitutes a social anxiety of white America, namely the white fear of black 

crime. The constructed fear of the racial other constitutes, simultaneously, order and its 

threat. This creates the necessity for overt and demonstrative coercion, for the aspiration of 

dominance, to maintain order. 

The state and its “specialists in violence,”23 have been deemed, at least since the 17th 

century in Western Europe, particularly suitable and, in fact, necessary to execute this control 

and in so doing, maintain social order.24 At its core – and as it reveals itself in post-disaster 

contexts such as post-Katrina New Orleans – the state is an entity that specializes in 

repressive and coercive force utilized to advance its political and economic interests and 

those of whom it represents, namely the elites. 

 As a means for social control, the framework of crime and punishment is central to 

the maintenance of this sense of order. Within the history of the United States, the 

convergence of racial discourse and crime and punishment appeared early. The policing and 

control of black bodies were at the heart of the American “experiment.” Websdale’s research 

traces the way in which a “regime of rabble management” developed in the U.S. as the 

dominant form of social order. This regime demands the effective control of what he terms, 

“surplus populations”25 and the protection of capital and private property.  

The regime of rabble management was racial from its beginning as its roots lie within 

the U.S. slavery system and in particular, the slave codes established during the colonial 

period and modified through U.S. independence.26 The combination of the de jure and de 

                                                        
22 Hall, “The Whites of Their Eyes” 21. 
23 Charles Tilly, The Politics of Collective Violence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003). 
24 Tilly’s work has laid a working foundation for the importance of coercion and violence required to both build 
states and reinforce their position of power, see: Charles Tilly, “War Making and State Making as Organized 
Crime,” in Bringing the State Back In, ed. Peter Evans (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985); 
Rengger, International relations, political theory, and the problem of order; OECD, Supporting Statebuilding. 
25 The, “surplus population” in a society constitutes the unemployed, underemployed, homeless and “otherwise 
urban disenfranchised” as well as black Americans and other communities deemed “not white.”25 The overall 
state management of these surplus populations was the criminal justice system, which includes prisons, courts 
and the police, Neil Websdale, Policing the Poor: From Slave Plantation to Public Housing (Boston: 
Northeastern, 2001), 7 
26 Ibid., 17-21. 
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facto rules and norms structuring the lives of black people in the United States created a 

vibrant architecture of social differentiation. Early American society was explicitly structured 

on the social, political and economic exclusion of its black population. Within the unique 

U.S. brand of chattel slavery, enslaved black people were constructed as private property. In 

many ways then, runaway and escaped slaves were the country’s first “looters”.  

 After an apparently long hiatus, the 1980s marked a return to a visible racialization of 

crime and law and order. Garland describes this revival as the new social organization of the 

end of the 20th century, harnessing it on the “new conservatism” of Ronald Reagan and 

Margaret Thatcher.27 New conservatism “is essentially a politics of hostility to an entire 

range of supposedly parasitic anti-social elements whose immunities count as an affront to 

their ideal of a meritocratic order based on the criterion of productive effort.”28 This form of 

social organization urged the maintenance of social order through “punitive sanctions and 

expressive justice,” which manifested in more aggressive policing styles targeting the 

criminal, racial “other”, as well as a “public willingness to deem offenders a sub-citizenry 

undeserving of fundamental liberties.”29 These efforts were marked by policies such as, “zero 

tolerance,” “mandatory sentences,” and “three strikes and you’re out.” In large part, these 

developed from the “control theories” of late 1970s criminologists who argued that crime and 

disorder were not the problems of deprivation, as had been argued by social scientists and 

policy makers in the preceding decades, but rather the lack of adequate controls.30  

 Especially relevant for an analysis on looting, is the emergence of the notion of a  

“juvenile superpredator” which drew upon the conflation of race, youth and crime. In 

creating the juvenile superpredator in the early 1990s, Princeton criminology professor 

DiIulio claimed that by 2010, 270,000 of these “menaces to society will be out on the 

streets.”31 Ostensibly based on data sets that demonstrate age-based explanations of crime, 

the work centered on the potential criminal threat posed by young black men living mostly in 

urban centers. DiIulio’s work, which was contested by other social scientists, achieved 

significant traction in public discourse and politics as warranting significantly stronger 

“tough-on-crime” measures. USA Today and Time magazine, two leading national 

publications, for instance, detailed the coming “tsunami”, “time bomb” and their 

                                                        
27 Garland, The Culture of Control, 13. 
28 Clive Unsworth, “The Riots of 1981: Popular Violence and the Politics of Law and Order,” Journal of Law 

and Society 9, no. 1 (Summer 1982): 64. 
29 Garland, The Culture of Control, 13. 
30 Ibid., 15. 
31  Robin Templeton, “Superscapegoating: Teen ‘superpredators’ hype set stage for draconian legislation,” 
Extra!, February 1998, http://www.fair.org/index.php?page=1414. 
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“remorseless brutality”.32 This discourse found its way into federal and state legislative 

initiatives, such as the Violent Youth Predatory Act, a federal piece of legislation, which 

would try fourteen year olds as adults and provide over $1.5 billion in enhanced law 

enforcement measures.  

 Another result of this new prose and politics is the significant rise in the U.S. prison 

population since the early 1980’s. From 1980 to 1995, for example, the U.S. prison 

population increased by more than 160 percent and now has the world highest prison 

population overall and per capita.33 Although African Americans comprise 12.3 percent of 

the country’s population they account for half of the prison population.34 Likewise, while 1.2 

percent of white men between the ages of 25 and 29 are in prison, ten percent of black men of 

the same age group are incarcerated.35 The disparity is greater for youth (aged 10-17), as the 

2008 arrest rate for black youth is 12,160 per 100,000 compared to just 5,549 per 100,000 for 

white youth and the incarceration rate for black youth is approximately four times greater 

than that for whites.36 Thus, while black youth constitute 17 percent of the country’s youth 

population, they compose 30 percent of those arrested and 62 percent of those prosecuted in 

the adult criminal system.37  

 The influence of such policing methods on crime rates could not but have been mixed. 

At any rate, high-recorded crime rates in black communities reinforced white American 

anxieties for order. Crime, especially in black communities, is a troubling reality that 

demands appropriate and effective responses. However, the issue here is how certain tropes 

underline dominant social renderings of order and how these are revealed in moments of high 

stress, such as natural disorders, through the narratives of looting. 

 

Chapter conclusion 

This section provided an overview of the dominant construction of order, particularly focused 

within U.S. race politics. As argued, this is a power-laden process that relies upon social 

                                                        
32 Ibid. 
33 William J. Chambliss, “Policing the Ghetto Underclass: The Politics of Law and Law Enforcement,” Social 

Problems 41, no. 2 (May 1994): 177-194. 
34  Sarah Kaufman, “The Criminalization of New Orleanians in Katrina’s Wake,” Social Science Research 

Council - Understanding Katrina: Perspective from the Social Sciences, June 11, 2006. 
35 Ibid. 
36 U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, “Juvenile Arrest Rate Trends,” Office of Juvenile 

Justice and Delinquency Prevention, Statistical Briefing Book, 
http://www.ojjdp.gov/ojstatbb/crime/JAR_Display.asp?ID=qa05260&text=yes; “National Statistics,” Campaign 

for Youth Justice, http://www.campaignforyouthjustice.org/national-statistics.html. 
37 Neelum Arya and Ian Augarten, Critical Condition: African-American Youth in the Justice System, Policy 
Brief, Race and Ethnicity Volume 2 (Washington, D.C.: Campaign for Youth Justice, September 2008). 
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differentiation effectuated through ideology, culture and ultimately, coercion. In the United 

States, this process has relied upon particular racial constructs and a framework of crime and 

punishment that reinforces the imagination of black Americans as a threat to social order and 

the need for the state to contain this threat through coercive social control measures. 

 This section provides a conceptual footing with which the following analyses emerge. 

Having established the way in which dominant social order is imagined, constructed and 

maintained the next section will examine how disorder, represented in looting, particularly 

within post-disaster environments, is imagined and utilized to reify order. In this way, looting 

in post-disaster contexts marks both an imagined disorder and order.  
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III: Marking Disorder: Looting and Natural Disasters 

This section examines the literal and metaphorical meanings of looting and disaster as 

dominant law and order narratives. The goal of this chapter, and more broadly this thesis, is 

not to create a legal or moral taxonomy of looting, but rather to understand its social value in 

the context of law and order as framed by media and the state. It is divided into three 

sections: looting, natural disasters and looting in post-disaster contexts. 

 I will begin by sketching the genealogy of looting’s literal and metaphorical 

meanings. This includes exploring the significance of the ambiguity of the term, its 

etymological and historical roots and the development of social science research on looting. 

The section will present the dominant rendering of looting as a predatory, antisocial and 

irrational, criminal mob act – and thus illegitimate – and the significance of private property 

within this rendering.  The section will then briefly examine alternative renderings of looting, 

which interpret the act as socially and politically situated and motivated through the 

analytical concepts of political contention, social crime and moral economy. 

 Following this, I will then define disasters and post-disaster contexts and the 

challenge they pose to order, concluding with the particular question of how looting is treated 

as a law and order narrative specifically within post-disaster contexts. In order to do this, 

these subsections will discuss the socio-political conditioning of natural disasters, looting as a 

“disaster myth”, the role of the media in propagating this myth and the role of the state in 

using coercive, violent and often exceptional force to “restore” order.  

 In order to conduct this analysis, the section draws on qualitative and quantitative 

disaster research conducted in the U.S. over the past sixty years, particularly by E.L. 

Quarantelli. As a whole, the disaster research field has utilized a transdisciplinary approach, 

drawing upon many social science disciplines, namely, sociology, criminology, 

anthropology, history and political science as well as media and culture studies. Despite the 

attention of this small but active school, there is much that still requires specific and 

systematic attention, especially in regards to looting.38 

 

 

                                                        
38 Disaster research in general and the particular issue of public responses to disasters began in earnest in the 
late 1950s within the Cold War context. The impetus for the research was the desire to identify predictable 
public reactions to a major disaster, such as an atomic attack by the Soviet Union. From this initial research 
question a broader research agenda developed to include a range of civil emergencies and disasters and reflected 
the political and social changes occurring in the U.S., especially the outbreak of riots in urban, predominately 
black, centers, see: E.L. Quarantelli, Lessons Learned from Research on Disasters (Newark, Delaware: Disaster 
Research Center, University of Delaware, 1988). 



 
15

Looting 

An attempt to definitively locate and track the historical uses and meanings of looting is 

difficult as many acts that one may consider to be “looting” are referred to with different 

terms, such as grave robbing, plundering or thieving. Further, as looting often takes place 

within a broader social event, such as a war or a riot, it has often been subsumed in this 

literature and rarely discussed explicitly. Conversely looting can include a loose range of 

actions. Thus, many different types of acts are labeled as looting. Additionally, the moral 

value attached to the act is important in determining how it is perceived and responded to by 

state authorities. In the end, looting serves more as, “a label rather than a description of a 

particular type of activity.”39 

 Therefore, how looting is defined and who defines it is critical. The particular 

narratives and rendering of looting that gain dominance are often dependent upon the social 

power of the teller. As Mac Ginty reflects, those in possession of this “explanatory rhetoric,” 

”are likely to possess other forms of power such as political control, access to the media or a 

privileged position in a deeply divided society.”40 The possession and use of an explanatory 

rhetoric becomes increasingly relevant with the examination of media and state framing of 

looting within post-disaster contexts. Consequently, the wide spectrum of activity often 

encompassed by the term looting coupled with the state’s possession of an explanatory 

rhetoric may also serve as a broad license for the state’s punitive measures. Assisted by the 

explanatory rhetoric of the media, the state gains this license by imbuing the moral value of 

looting with the social moral value of race, criminality and property that constitute the 

dominant form of order. 

 The word “looting” derives from the Hindu lut and the Sanskrit lunthati, which means 

“(he) steals” and is traced to the late 18th century. Its principle usage in Western European 

languages referred to the plundering engaged by invading armies. Accordingly, its meaning 

has long been contoured within a wartime context and represents an utter defeat and 

victimization. The looter is perceived as an enemy force wrongfully and mercilessly pillaging 

a community after conflict. The terms ‘looting’ and ‘looters’ “are pejorative. They constitute 

negative labels rather than objective terms of description of a particular type of activity.”41 

However, not all of those who engage in such labeled acts consider their acts illegitimate or 

unjustified. In fact, initially, looting as applied to acts carried out by the military was not 

                                                        
39 Roger Mac Ginty, “Looting in the context of violent conflict: a conceptualisation and typology,” Third World 

Quarterly 25, no. 5 (2004): 857. 
40 Ibid., 859. 
41 Ibid. 
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consistently viewed criminal or deviant behavior but rather it reflected the belief that, “to the 

victor goes the spoils.”42 It was not until The Hague Convention of 1907 and the arrival of 

international law that looting, in a military context, was universally condemned.43 

 In the mid-twentieth century, however, two additional foci emerged in research on 

looting: disasters and civil disturbances. In disaster contexts, “[t]he first systematic and 

continuing professional use of the word appears to have occurred in the National Opinion 

Research Center [at the University of Chicago] field studies of disasters from 1949 to 

1954.”44 A decade later, research on looting increased in the U.S. following civil disturbances 

in the mid-1960s, predominately in black urban centers. Looting was a prominent and 

defining feature of these disturbances, along with burning of storefronts and clashes with 

police and National Guardsmen.45 These events contoured the way that looting, particularly 

conducted in or by African American communities, has been viewed since. The Kerner 

Report of 1968, for example, commissioned by President Johnson to investigate the causes 

and implications of the riots, determined that “those ominous looters and arsonists…were 

young Negroes, natives of the ghetto…hostile to the white society surrounding and repressing 

them….They were and they are a time-bomb ticking in the heart of the richest nation in the 

history of the world.”46 

 Research into looting has noted that it is, by definition, a social process. One person 

may initiate it, but soon others acknowledge the act and engage in it. The social dynamic of 

looting is important for its meaning as, on one hand, it serves to create an image of a singular 

and often “irrational” mob, but on the other hand, speaks to its more nuanced and complex 

meanings and legitimacy within particular “surplus” communities, as will be discussed in 

later paragraphs. The assessment of its collective character as an irrational mob or what 

Durkheim describes as a “communal virus” is central to the use of looting as a law and order 

narrative.47 The act, thus, constitutes a supposed madness that spreads uncontrollably and 

occurs without legitimacy, threatening the foundation of social order. The dominant views of 

                                                        
42 E.L. Quarantelli, “Conventional Beliefs and Counterintuitive Realities,” Social Research: An International 

Quarterly of the Social Sciences 75, no. 3 (Fall 2008): 873-904. 
43 Stuart Green, “Looting, Law and Lawlessness,” The Berkeley Electronic Press, no. 1511, bepress Legal 
Series (August 2006): 1-51; Quarantelli, “Conventional Beliefs and Counterintuitive Realities.” 
44 Quarantelli, “Conventional Beliefs and Counterintuitive Realities,” 881. 
45 The six days of unrest in 1965 in the Los Angeles neighborhood of Watts riot of 1965, for example, were the 
most destructive period of urban unrest in the United States since 1920, see: ”Jeffrey Ogbar, Black Power: 

Radical Politics and African American Identity (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005), 128. 
46 Otto Kerner, The Kerner Report: Report of the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders (New York: 
Bantam Books, 1968), x. 
47 As quoted in, Jane Gray and Elizabeth Wilson, “Looting in Disaster: A General Profile of Victimization” 
(Disaster Research Center Working Paper #71, August 1984).. 
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the crowd as an irrational mob speak to the, “illusion of unanimity,”48 which when applied 

within the U.S., conjures the omnipresent young black male criminal constructed through the 

dominant prose and politics of race and invigorated through the framework of crime and 

punishment. 

 Additionally, looting has been considered a form of violence though the type of 

violence is central to the dispute over its meaning and legitimacy.  Within the dominant 

social order rendering of looting, looters are situated within violent criminality; the act, at 

best, constitutes a legal transgression and certainly, is made devoid of any political or social 

value. In the “greed” or “grievance” debate, “greed” theorists have considered looting simply 

as another opportunity for predatory accumulation while finding other explanations 

unpersuasive.49 This treatment has extended to its assessment in civil disturbances and natural 

disasters, as well. When viewed as, “opportunistic criminality” looting is portrayed as an 

individual action motivated only by the calculus of potential gain, access and opportunity and 

thus, illegitimate.50 In large part, this coding reflects the dominant culture of acceptable 

violence as looting is deemed to be illegitimate while the coercive use of force by the state in 

response, as discussed below, gains legitimacy and acceptability. Furthermore, within the 

rendering of black Americans as the social “other”, looting in civil disturbances and post-

disaster contexts is construed not just as an expression of predation and greed, but one that is 

inherent to blackness. Thus, the act of looting is deemed the realization of (black) disorder 

resulting from the lack of normal social constraints.  

 Additionally, a critical part of looting’s threat to order lies in its challenge to 

prevailing norms and practices regarding property. Quarantelli and Dynes, two of the leading 

social scientists in disaster research, examine this question in relation to looting during the 

riots and disturbances in U.S. cities in the 1960s. As they note, private property does not refer 

precisely to the item seized, but rather refers to who has the rights over such item. More 

correctly, property is, “a set of cultural norms that regulates the relations of persons to items 

with economic value.”51 As a set of societal norms, the designation of who has the right to 

                                                        
48  Clark McPhail and Ronald Wohlstein, “Individual and Collective Behaviors within Gatherings, 
Demonstrations, and Riots,” Annual Review of Sociology 9 (1983): 579-600. 
49 For example: J. Goodhand, “Enduring Disorder and Persistent Poverty: A Review of the Linkages Between 
War and Chronic Poverty,” World Development 31, no. 3 (2003): 629-646; Paul Collier and A. Hoeffler, 
Justice-seeking and Loot-seeking in Civil War, World Bank Research Report (Washington, D.C.: World Bank, 
1999). 
50 Michael J. Rosenfeld, “Celebration, Politics, Selective Looting and Riots: A Micro Level Study of the Bulls 
Riot of 1992 in Chicago,” Social Problems 44, no. 4 (November 1997): 498. 
51 E.L. Quarantelli and Russell Dynes, “Looting in Civil Disorders: An Index of Social Change,” American 

Behavioral Scientist 5 (March 1968): 133. 
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property is framed by the dominant rendering of order. Therefore, “property is a shared 

understanding about who can do what with the valued resources within a community.”52 This 

is important, as not all acts that could constitute “looting” have been treated as such. For 

example, the seizing of private vehicles by law enforcement agents is deemed necessary, 

legitimate and legal, and therefore not an act of looting. Rather than simply being a legal 

issue, property is a political one. Likewise, the function of the state in protecting property and 

combatting looting, rather than being simply a legal one, is a political one. 

 In addition to a set of rights, property, or more precisely, “ownership”, can also be 

seen as a matter of sovereignty. Although this is more aptly applied in international law 

perspectives, “domestic property rights granted by law can be considered as an inward 

manifestation of the sovereignty of the state.”53 Drawing on Marx and Locke, Lovett notes 

that, “[p]roperty law is typically understood as an institution whose identity and purpose is 

intimately associated with the task of promoting stability.”54 

 Placed within an understanding of the dominant construction of order, the hegemonic 

understanding of private property involves questions related to who, how and when one 

should have access over certain items.  Looting represents “situations of temporary and 

localized redefinitions of property rights.”55 This makes looting a contest over legitimacy and 

illegitimacy. Filtered through the racialized image of the looter, the “illegitimate” act of 

looting thus constitutes disorder.  

 In this light, what appeared to be hegemony (in terms of property and limits on the 

use of extractive force) through the ideological and cultural efforts to establish an aspired 

consumerist lifestyle, has been inverted and challenged leaving bare the overt and 

demonstrative use of force and coercion, i.e. dominance, that ensures and guarantees the 

prevalent social order. This will be examined next. 

Indeed, reflective of this dominant rendering of looting is the reactionary use of 

extraordinary coercive force, often by the military, in order to restore order by repressing 

challenges to the norms regarding private property. The force is extraordinary both in its kind 

and its agent. While constraints are often placed upon the use of the deadly force56 shoot to 

                                                        
52 Ibid. 
53 Jorge E. Viñuales, The “Resource Curse” in Legal Perspective, Research Paper No. 4 (Geneva: Centre for 
International Environmental Studies, 2011), 4. 
54  John A. Lovett, “Property and Radically Changed Circumstances,” Tennessee Law Review 463, no. 74 
(Summer 2007): 1. 
55 Quarantelli and Dynes, “Looting in Civil Disorders: An Index of Social Change,” 134. 
56 The Fourth Amendment guarantees “the right of the people to be secure in their persons, houses, papers, and 
effects, against unreasonable searches and seizures,”: U.S. CONST. amend. IV; Under U.S. case law, “[f]orce 
used by a law enforcement officer while conducting an arrest or investigatory stop is evaluated under the Fourth 
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kill orders are often given in response to looting (as will be discussed in the case studies). 

Additionally, the mass presence of armed law enforcement and in particular soldiers on the 

streets along with the imposition of extraordinary measures, such as curfews and special 

courts, add to the state of exception.57 The domestic presence of the military is an 

extraordinary occurrence within the U.S. context, as long-established legislation has 

prevented the domestic use of the armed forces. In particular, the Posse Comitatus Act (PCA) 

established in 1878 is designed to prevent such use, especially for law enforcement 

purposes.58  

 In order to bypass the restrictions of the PCA, the Insurrection Act of 180759 affords 

the President of the U.S. the authority to deploy the armed forces domestically in order to 

quell insurrection. Significantly, since World War II, the Insurrection Act has only been 

utilized in the context of racial conflict.60 Viewed in this regard, real and imagined racial 

conflict is intricately linked to the justifications for the restoration of order through 

exceptional military action. In the case of civil disturbances and the aftermath of Hurricane 

Hugo in St. Croix in 1989, the explicit reason justifying the invocation of the Insurrection Act 

was to repress looting by black community members.61 Thus, looting, particularly that 

conducted by African Americans, is deemed tantamount to insurrection.  

Contrary to its descriptions as an irrational and bestial display of criminal mob 

violence, looting can be understood as a form of collective political violence, as social crime 

and as resistance. Most looting, which consists of “minor” property theft, “is perhaps the type 

of criminal activity which is most amenable to political explanation as it is in effect a self-

help mechanism for the redistribution of wealth.”62 Although illegal, looting can be seen as a 

form of collective bargaining of certain rights and responsibilities. Additionally, it has been 

                                                                                                                                                                            

Amendment, and use of excessive or unnecessary force during an arrest or stop is considered an “unreasonable” 
seizure that violates the Fourth Amendment,” see: US Department of Justice Civil Rights Division, 
Investigation of the New Orleans Police Department (Washington, D.C.: US Department of Justice Civil Rights 
Division, March 16, 2011), 1 
57 It is well beyond the capacity of this paper to address the conceptual development of the “state of exception.” 
For a thorough and complex analysis on this concept, see: Giorgio Agamben, State of Exception, trans. Kevin 
Attell (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005). 
58 This legislation developed following the U.S. Civil War and the negative reaction to the long duration of U.S. 
Army troops’ deployment in southern states as part of reconstruction efforts, particularly to prevent white 
vigilante violence against black Americans: Posse Comitatus Act, 18 U.S.C. §1385. 
59 Insurrection Act, 10 U.S.C. §331 - 10 U.S.C. §335. 
60 Representative of the contest over racial politics and order in the U.S., it has been invoked in order to enforce 
desegregation in the South, while also used against black residents in the aftermaths of the urban disturbances of 
the 1960s and following Hurricane Hugo in 1989 in St. Croix. 
61 For the case of 1989 Hurricane Hugo response, see: George H.W. Bush, “Executive Order 12690 - Providing 
for the Restoration of Law and Order in the Virgin Islands”, September 20, 1989. 
62 Unsworth, “The Riots of 1981: Popular Violence and the Politics of Law and Order,” 77. 
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viewed as an expression of deep-seated political grievances, particularly in relation to race. In 

this sense, looting may constitute an “index of social change.”63 

 Still, it is difficult to challenge the understanding of looting as antisocial, 

opportunistic criminality and it is important not to divine meaning when there is none, or as 

Cohen warned against, “rescuing today’s deviants from the wastebin of social pathology.”64 

Nonetheless, it is possible and useful to consider alternative representations of the acts, 

especially to develop a more sensitive understanding of the complexities of looting and 

present a fuller composition of the phenomena and its meanings. This effort also serves as an 

opportunity to detect deeper fissures in society and deep-seated social grievances.  

 In the 1960s “radical” historians investigated and reconfigured certain crime as a form 

of resistance or survival. Labeled “social crime” these acts became viewed “as rebellion, 

resistance or collective survival strategies in poor communities.”65  

 One way to begin this alternate rendering is by understanding looting as a tactic 

within a “repertoire of contention.” Rosenfeld defines a, “repertoire of contention” as 

representing, “the forms into which different kinds of demands, grievances, and celebrations 

are poured; it is as much a set of constraints as it is a range of possibilities.”66 In order for a 

particular tactic or action to qualify as part of the repertoire it, “means that it is ritualized, that 

everyone involved has seen or heard about such events” and for the grievances to be more 

than a day old.67 

 The act of looting fits within this understanding, especially when defined as 

“commodity riot.” Rosenfeld describes commodity riots as events,  “wherein people take to 

the streets and confront the police and storekeepers, looting, burning, then retreating” versus 

a “communal riot when groups of citizens confront each other at the borders of their 

neighborhoods.”68 They emerged in the post-1965 riots in U.S. cities. As looting constituted a 

pivotal tactic within commodity riots it gained certain traction as tradition, as a tactic in its 

own right within a repertoire of contention and imbued with its own moral economy. 

 Much of the alternative interpretations of looting are based in the historical research 

on banditry conducted by Hobsbawm, Rudé and Thompson. In particular, Hobsbawm and 

Rudé’s development of “social crime” and Thompson’s development of “moral economy” 

prove useful in unpacking this narrative.  

                                                        
63 Quarantelli and Dynes, “Looting in Civil Disorders: An Index of Social Change.” 
64 Stanley Cohen, Against Criminology (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Books, 1988), 279. 
65 John Lea, “Social Crime Revisited,” Theoretical Criminology 3, no. 3 (August 1999). 
66 Rosenfeld, “Celebration, Politics, Selective Looting and Riots,” 484. 
67 Ibid. 
68 Ibid. 
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 “Social crime” is a term coined by Hobsbawm and reemployed by Rudé.69 The three 

main elements of social crime include: (1) elemental form of protest, a “challenge to the 

prevailing social and political order and its values”; (2) community support for the activities; 

and particular to the historical context of advancing capitalism, (3) community retaliation for 

the criminalization of custom.70 Although the bandits and “peasant outlaws” at the center of 

their study, in many ways early “surplus populations”, were demonized and dismissed as 

illegitimate criminals and “rabble,” they maintained social meaning and legitimacy within 

their particular communities.  

 The concept of moral economy was developed by E.P. Thompson as a way to analyze 

and explain the riotous actions of 18th century Britain. In particular, he focused on the “more 

or less spontaneous popular direct action” which, “rested upon more articulate popular 

sanctions and was validated by more sophisticated traditions than the word ‘riot’ suggests.”71 

These acts were governed by some legitimizing notion, meaning “that the men and women in 

the crowd were informed by the belief that they were defending traditional rights or customs; 

and, in general, that they were supported by the wider consensus of the community.”72 

 By utilizing concepts of social crime and moral economy, acts of looting can be 

viewed as a rational expression of social grievances, particularly those related to race and 

class, as well as a challenge to the dominant renderings of private property. These historical 

conceptual frameworks have influenced the research conducted by social scientists on looting 

practices and behavior in the U.S., most notably during civil unrests or riots. A brief review 

of studies illustrates this link. Rosenfeld, for example, draws this link quite explicitly 

declaring that looting and commodity riots constitute a “postmodern food riot.”73 Piven and 

Cloward have argued that mob action, including looting, is an expression of poor people’s 

grievances. The two have argued that, “the most essential and perhaps the most powerful 

political tool poor people have is their ability to disrupt.”74 In describing the urban rebellions 

of the 1960s in the U.S., Gans remarks that: 
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most of the rebellious activity is property destruction and looting, and often it takes 

on the mood of a carnival. This is not because the participants are callous, but 

because … the destruction and looting allows ghetto residents to exert power. The 

evidence from many cities shows that looting is difficult to stop. Ghetto residents 

realize that they can do something to overcome their fate, that for once they have 

some control over their environment, if only for a little while.75   

 

Particularly salient for post-disaster contexts, is the argument of necessity. In his legal 

analysis of looting, Green contends that alleged looters could claim the defense of necessity. 

This is especially relevant in post-disaster contexts, especially those in which the government 

is seen as having abdicated or failed in providing effective relief, such as Hurricane Katrina.76 

 Finally, viewing looting and other reactions in post-disaster contexts as limited to the 

immediacy of the disaster alone supports the claims that the acts are of an ‘irrational crowd’, 

“apolitical”, “spasmodic” and “ahistorical”, a stance that has been roundly decried in the 

social scientific literature since the 1960s. Despite the alternative renderings, as evidenced by 

the case study, this negative rendering of looting as disorder has not abated and continues to 

be framed simply as opportunistic criminality that is fueled by the social construction of 

racial others, namely black Americans, as bestial and criminal and in response, demands the 

need for greater emergency provisions, such as exceptional force and military involvement, 

to restore order.  

 

Natural disasters 

Natural disasters pose real and imagined ruptures to dominant perceptions of social order. To 

situate the discussion, it is important to first delineate what types of events and conditions 

constitute a natural disaster. Many scholars have spent substantial time in attempting to set 

parameters and typologies for disasters and other emergent crises in order to establish a better 

understanding of the different phenomena and their respective impacts. Natural disasters can 

include, for example, earthquakes, floods, tsunamis and hurricanes. For purposes of this 

paper, the definition of disaster will be based on what Quarantelli defines as a “catastrophe.” 

There are four necessary components of this definition: (1) “most or all of the community 

built structure is heavily impacted” rather than parts of the community; (2) “the facilities and 

operational bases of most emergency organizations are themselves usually directly hit”; (3) 
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“[l]ocal officials are unable to undertake their usual work roles”; and (4) “help from nearby 

communities cannot be provided.”77 In terms of the “post-disaster” period this thesis will 

consider it as the immediate period following the disaster, i.e. the first two weeks with a 

special focus on the first ten days. This limitation is important as post-disaster responses, 

such as looting, tend to vary depending upon the temporal proximity to the initial impact.78 

Contrary to the name, the impact of natural disasters is anything but “natural.” It has 

been well documented and argued that the degree and shape of a natural disaster’s impact is 

dependent upon the social, political and economic contexts in which the disaster occurs. 

Although often depicted as indiscriminate by media and government outlets, in fact, they are 

not. The communities affected and to what degree are shaped largely by factors such as who 

has access to goods, relief, escape and protection.79 Natural disasters are not devoid of social, 

political and economic meaning and value as they occur in a political space.80 Hence, in order 

to better conceptualize natural disasters, Cohen and Werker offer a useful distinction between 

“shock” as the natural act itself and “disaster” as the “net impact of shock on the 

population.”81  

 Rather than acknowledging these social factors, governments and media tend to 

portray natural disasters as acts of God alone, which conceals the ways in which certain 

individuals and communities are better located or positioned to protect themselves from the 

impact of disasters than others.82 

 Natural disasters also present an opening for governments to reconfigure and refortify 

their hegemony. In fact, “governments can use natural disasters to redistribute power through 

the political effect.”83 Thus, although natural disasters pose a threat to social order, the threat 

is conditioned by the dominant pre-existing social order and, at the same time, the threat also 

presents an opportunity to renegotiate and/or reinforce the pre-existing social order. Measures 
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that are taken by government and businesses in response to disasters that may be viewed as 

extraordinary during non-disaster (i.e. “normal”) times are often justified as necessary actions 

given the chaos and extraordinariness of this act of God.84 Thus, post-disaster moments are 

particularly poignant opportunities to examine the existing norms and practices of order. 

Natural disasters particularly bring to the fore the constructs of race within social order; 

“[c]atastrophes are like social barometers: They allow us to gauge the intensity of racial 

attitudes when lives and property are at stake.”85  

 This is not to deny the real material damage that natural disasters inflict or the fact 

that they do pose a threat to order in terms of infrastructural damage, for example. 

Nonetheless, the question remains as to how “disorder” or the “threat” to order is defined and 

what are the prescribed and executed solutions.  

 

Looting post-disaster 

Since the post-disaster moment presents an opening for power and social order to be 

reinforced it is important to examine next how this “reordering” occurs. As a result of 

significant damage and destruction, the need to restore order becomes paramount as a way to 

resume “normal” life. This sense of “normal” life is not limited to the physical or 

infrastructural order, however, but also a socio-political and, indeed, metaphysical one. The 

post-disaster context thus invigorates an Augustinian notion of order. This moment of 

destruction is seen to create a space in which the evil, selfish and “inner” nature of humanity, 

which is repressed and controlled during normal periods, is unleashed.  

Within the U.S. the racialized imagery of looting and looters embodies this imagined 

inner beast. This imagery secures immediate traction and validity as it speaks to the dominant 

social anxieties of white America, that is, the villainous figure of the black criminal 

combined with the institutionalized sanctity of private property. The post-disaster period is 

believed to open a space in which this bestial, savage disorder can run rampant and looting 

signifies the emergent reality of this deeply situated social anxiety. The image of the looter 

offers a familiar, identifiable (yet omnipresent and hallucinatory) and controllable foe as 

opposed to an uncontrollable act of nature. The shift thus takes place from a threat to physical 

infrastructure to a threat to social infrastructure by reinvoking and reestablishing categories 

of social difference upon which the previously hegemonic social order was established. 
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 The perceived threat to property in post-disaster contexts is not entirely illusionary, 

however. As Lovett has commented, natural disasters, “present a challenge to property law 

institutions because by definition they create conditions of great instability and 

unpredictability. They upset settled expectations and put large numbers of people at risk of 

losing control of the tangible and intangible resources that are central to their lives.”86 

 In addition, in this moment of uncertainty and possibility, conventional notions of 

private property are reconfigured, largely due to a higher emphasis placed on survival and 

welfare and may be viewed quite differently by the looters than by the state or media. As 

Stenson observes “[t]he coding by police and media of problems as crime and looting may 

look different to those trying to govern the situation from below. Property rights can mean 

little when life is threatened and ‘criminal acts’ may be viewed as tactics of survival.”87  

 Despite the strong social anxieties of looting and media reports of their occurrence, 

social scientists examining disaster responses in the U.S. over the past sixty years have 

determined that looting in post-disaster contexts, at least in “Western type” societies, is, in 

fact, a myth. Looting constitutes one of the six so-called “disaster myths” categorized in the 

1960s and reaffirmed by research conducted in succeeding decades.88 

 Despite their relatively infrequent occurrence, looting and the five other disaster 

myths89 continue to be accepted as widespread and justify a set of normative responses in 

post-disaster periods. These myths stem from the pervasive yet inaccurate understandings of 

antisocial behavior and social disorder in the aftermath of natural disasters and reflect the 

particular configuration of order and the social anxieties that underlie it. Indeed, there has 

been a tendency to overstate the degree of the collapse of social order when, in fact, small, 

local, decentralized networks more often are activated and help maintain order.90 

 Not only does looting persist as a disaster myth, but those who engage in looting also 

become part of the myth. The looter is equally as critical to the functioning of the myth as the 

act of looting. In post-disaster contexts the myths surrounding looters becomes more 

important. This often results from the way in which the media portrays each social group: the 

portrayal of affected communities as victims, survivors, looters or other categories often 
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depends upon the social value of the residents and the, “conceptions of social distance and 

difference.”91 

 In an attempt to explain the discrepancy between the high volume of reported 

incidences of looting and low evidence of its actual occurrence, Gray and Wilson analyzed 

looting statistics of several natural disasters from 1952 through 1983. They posit that often, 

one incident of looting rapidly and aggressively spreads across the community to where it 

becomes a generalized reality. As looting becomes a pervasive narrative in news outlets, its 

occurrence becomes an expected and normative belief in response to post-disaster 

situations.92 

 These myths are harmful not just because they are erroneous, but, “because of their 

potential for influencing organizational, governmental and public responses to disasters.”93 

The belief in the breakdown of social order, notably through the invocation of looting, has 

contributed to the misallocation of public resources for social control purposes rather than 

direct assistance to survivors and victims.94 

 Although looting can be classified as a disaster myth, there have been documented 

cases of looting in post-disaster contexts. However, there is no contradiction, “between 

accepting the general idea that notions of looting in disasters are primarily myths” and 

examining perceived and/or actual looting and looters.95 While looting did occur in post-

Katrina New Orleans it does not undo the importance of developing an understanding and 

analysis of looting as a disaster myth since the prose enveloping and constructing such 

behavior is part of a much broader and historically-situated discourse of disorder and one 

based upon socially specific notions of a social other. 

A central explanation for the maintenance of the disaster myth lies within the prose of 

media reporting. Despite social science evidence to the contrary and despite lack of official 

confirmations of looting, popular media routinely report threats of looting or their outbreaks 

in post-disaster periods. Fischer has argued that, “looting is perhaps the most expected 

behavioral response to disaster. Both print and broadcast media personnel report on the 

alleged looting incidents, on steps being taken to prevent it, and alternatively, on how unusual 

                                                        
91 Kathleen Tierney, Christine Bevc, and Erica Kuligowski, “Metaphors Matter: Disaster Myths, Media Frames, 
and Their Consequences in Hurricane Katrina,” Annals 604, AAPSS (March 2006): 62. 
92 Gray and Wilson, “Looting in Disaster: A General Profile of Victimization,” 1. 
93 Tierney, Bevc, and Kuligowski, “Metaphors Matter,” 60. 
94 Henry W. Fischer, Response to Disaster: Fact Versus Fiction and Its Perpetuation: The Sociology of 

Disaster, 2nd ed. (Lanham, Maryland: University Press of America, 1998). 
95 Gray and Wilson, “Looting in Disaster: A General Profile of Victimization,” 2. 



 
27

it was for the community in question not to be preyed on by looters.”96 As Quarantelli 

observes, “the story that there was no looting is often presented as a newsworthy item 

because presumably, its absence is so atypical.”97 In this way, media serve as writers of the 

moral panic. 

 Tierney, Bevc and Kuligowski explain the prominence of looting in media accounts 

due to the media’s reliance upon drama, the exceptional and a standard frame. Standard 

media frames, they argue, need to be easily produced and digested despite a professed 

allegiance to accuracy. Additionally, most media journalists lack the expertise of disaster 

researchers and sociologists and are unaware of social science research.98 This type of 

coverage has been to the detriment of the more frequent prosocial responses undertaken by 

local residents. In fact, quite opposite to the readily accepted beliefs regarding antisocial 

behavior in the wake of natural disasters, social scientists have detailed how prosocial 

behavior that mobilizes informal and decentralized networks and resources is more typical.99 

As will be demonstrated in the case study, media coverage in post-disaster periods is central 

to the creation and spreading of stories of looting, its antisocial character and its use as a 

narrative of law and order. 

Having invoked the normativity of looting and denied prosocial behavior, the state is 

perceived as the only adequate entity to provide relief and restore order. As Quarantelli has 

argued, 

 

The general belief is that in disasters and especially in catastrophe, the major source 

of problems and difficulties are the individuals involved whose dysfunctional 

behaviors can be dealt with only by highly centralized, top-down organizations that 

can impose command control procedures.100 

 

Indeed, the call for highly centralized and top-down “efficient” organizations has led to the 

increased call for the use of the armed forces in disaster response. This is notable in the 
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response to post-Katrina New Orleans from scholars and politicians who have claimed that 

the while the actions of the New Orleans Police Department were necessary, the U.S. armed 

forces could have performed the job more effectively.101 In addition, military force has been 

used to counter (often exaggerated or unfounded) reports of looting and the racialized image 

of the looter in other historical post-disaster situations in the U.S., such as the Johnstown 

Flood of 1889, the Galveston Hurricane of 1900, the 1906 San Francisco earthquake and the 

Ohio Floods of 1913.102 Despite the emphasis on the need for intervention by highly 

centralized and authoritarian organizations, evidence shows that informal and local groupings 

perform well while crisis relevant organizations perform poorly.103 Yet, the expectations of 

looting and the perceived need for military intervention become so great that it becomes 

common for media in their coverage of disaster “to include content indicating that ‘the 

National Guard has been brought into (name of community) to prevent looting’ – implying 

that looting would otherwise have been a serious problem without the use of strong external 

social control.”104 The belief in the occurrence of looting in post-disaster contexts has 

reached hegemonic status, such that when it does not occur it is deemed the successful result 

of military and law enforcement action. This reinforces the fundamental role of the state, 

which according to Tilly, is, “the business of selling protection.”105 Indeed, “[t]o the extent 

that the threats against which a given government protects its citizens are imaginary or are 

consequences of its own activities, the government has organized a protection racket.”106 

Quite cynically, this occasional display of, “ruthlessness solidifies a specialist’s 

reputation.”107 

 Paradoxically, the state often responds to disorder through disorder, i.e. otherwise 

illegal means that have been momentarily deemed legitimate. For example, “informal search 
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and rescue efforts might involve breaking into locked buildings, or cars used in transporting 

emergency supplies or the injured might be driven in ways that clearly violate traffic 

regulations and codes.”108 Also, research has shown that at least some of the looting that has 

been documented in post-disaster periods was actually by military and law enforcement 

agents who were brought in to prevent such behavior.109 Lastly, and as explored more closely 

in the case study, the state often confronts looting with otherwise exceptional use of force. 

Again, such use of demonstrative force and the calls for it by media and state actors, reflect 

the way in which the previously dominant social order, in the end, relies upon dominance in 

order to restore itself in perceived moments of crisis and emergency. 

 

Chapter conclusion 

This chapter has explored the ways in which looting, natural disasters and looting in post-

disaster moments especially have been rendered as fundamental threats to order. In this 

framework, the act of looting is viewed as inherently illegitimate, predatory and criminal and 

the looter as the uncontrolled social ‘other’ – the ‘black criminal’ in the context of the U.S. – 

who needs to be properly repressed and controlled for order to be restored. The 

deconstruction of this rendering reveals the pathology of order, i.e. the social anxieties of 

race, crime and property that underlie order and constitute its threat. Indeed, in this 

framework the looter becomes disorder. Media treatment, popular perception and state 

responses to disasters thus “reflect and reinforce broader societal and cultural trends, socially 

constructed metanarratives, and hegemonic discourse practices that support the status quo 

and the interests of elites.”110 These images serve the purpose of justifying particular crime 

and punishment frameworks, such as zero tolerance, that serve to maintain dominant notions 

of order, as discussed earlier. The next chapter will explore these frameworks in practice as 

seen in the case of post-Hurricane Katrina New Orleans. 
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V: Post-Katrina New Orleans  

This section presents the case study of post-Hurricane Katrina New Orleans as a means to 

bring to life the ways in which the racialized narratives of looting and looters function within 

a broader pathology of order. The case study will begin with a historical snapshot of New 

Orleans, focusing on the ways in which order is constructed through race and crime and 

punishment. Following this background, the section will examine its central issue, i.e. the 

ways in which looting and looters operated as law and order narratives in the immediate post-

Katrina period. It will focus on the use of these narratives in dominant media coverage 

(including print, radio and television) as well as speech of government officials and the 

subsequent manifestation in practice as exceptional use of coercive force by law enforcement 

and military agents.  

 Certainly, there are many incidents and stories to be told and examined in the post-

Katrina period not just in New Orleans, but throughout the Gulf region as well. The intention 

here is to locate and identify certain key events and stories that elucidate the arguments of 

this thesis. It is by no means exhaustive or exclusive. Instead, this is a focused effort to 

identify and unpack what happened in the immediate aftermath of the storm and hopefully, to 

help understand why. 

Although post-Katrina may be considered an extreme case to review and by 

consequence, its utility as a referent case study may be questioned, it nonetheless remains a 

relevant and critical case study for a number of reasons. Among these reasons are its 

temporal immediacy and relevance, the availability of documentation, the occurrence of both 

imagined and real acts of looting and the size of the disaster’s impact. In fact, the magnitude 

of Katrina’s aftermath is what makes this case study not just relevant, but necessary. The 

storm and flooding resulted in the most fatalities in the history of U.S. natural disasters as 

1,577 people died as a direct result while over 500,000 people were displaced. Additionally, 

there are no other cases in U.S. history in which residents who remained were “sought by 

police, soldiers and dogs and taken away in handcuffs” as they were in New Orleans.111 It 

presents a pungent opening into the question of social order, particularly in the context of 

U.S. race politics. As West reflected in the immediate aftermath, “[i]t takes something as big 
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as Hurricane Katrina and the misery we saw among the poor black people of New Orleans to 

get America to focus on race and poverty.”112  

 The storm, the media treatment and the state’s response laid bare the ways in which 

social order rests upon social differentiation based on race and the state’s role as a violent and 

coercive entity enforcing this differentiation. While the devastation resulting from the 

“natural” act of the storm cannot be denied, the impact of Katrina was undeniably 

exacerbated by racial politics.  

 Lastly, Katrina represents a battle of narratives over the appropriate state response to 

natural disasters, as well as the role of particular organizations, namely the military. The 

manner in which looting was invoked in the aftermath reflects the conservative social policies 

by shifting the narrative away from the failures of the state and onto one of local people 

destroying themselves. 

 In order to better situate and understand the prose, politics and practice at work in 

post-Katrina New Orleans it is useful to present a historical snapshot of New Orleans, 

particularly in regards to its racial politics and their meaning for social order. Limiting its 

scope, the subsection will focus on the rootedness of race and certain key events before 

turning to a review of the significance of race within New Orleans’ crime and punishment 

politics and practices.  

 Race, particularly defined in terms of blackness and whiteness, has been at the heart 

of New Orleans’ history and development. New Orleans is a place that is steeped in and 

highlights the racial politics and struggles of the United States, especially that of the Deep 

South. Extreme racial oppression and significant resistance and resilience to that oppression, 

past and present, mark the “Crescent City’s” history.  

 Roots run deep in New Orleans. Before Katrina, for example, New Orleans was the 

U.S. city with the largest percentage of its population living in the same town in which they 

were born.113 The strong roots in New Orleans are particularly true for the city’s racial 

configurations. The neighborhood of Treme, for example, was founded in 1725 as a 

neighborhood of free black people.114 Most of Treme’s black residents, as with most of the 

black residents throughout the city, are direct descendants of formerly enslaved people, the 
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first sizable arrival of whom occurred in 1719.115 As a result of the rootedness of black 

identity, New Orleans is “[o]ften called North America’s African city.”116
  

 The city maintains a history loaded with racial tension, from the largest slave uprising 

in U.S. history to race riots to serving as the site in which the U.S. Supreme Court’s “separate 

but equal” racial policy in Plessy v. Ferguson originated.117 While white reaction to black 

agitation for equal rights often took reactionary and violent forms, many white New 

Orleanians responded through so-called “white flight.” A review of the U.S. Census, from 

1960 through Katrina’s arrival in 2005 shows a decrease in the white population in New 

Orleans proper from 62.6 percent of the population to fewer than 30 percent.118 At the 

moment of Katrina’s arrival, African Americans constituted 66.6 percent of New Orleans’ 

population of 484,674 residents.119  

 The process of white flight impacted who lived in which neighborhoods, with the 

more established black communities located in lowland areas and many middle and upper-

class white communities relocating to the highland suburbs, such as Uptown and Lake 

Pontchartrain’s southern shore.120 In addition, black New Orleanians had been historically 

prevented from purchasing highland areas, such as Lakeview, Gentilly and New Orleans East 

as a result of Jim Crow laws.121 Thus, most of New Orleans black community lived in 

lowland areas, notably the Ninth Ward, which was 98.3 percent African American at the time 

of Hurricane Katrina,122 and was the most affected by Katrina’s floods. 

 In addition to “white flight” phenomena, issues of race continued to shape the 

prevailing social order in New Orleans, despite the history of resistance. This includes 

economic and political disparities. For example, in terms of income distribution, for a number 

of New Orleans parishes, which are predominately African American, the average adult 

income was under $8,000. This is while the average national income was $33,000 and the 
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national average for African Americans was $24,000.123 Of those New Orleans families 

living below the federal poverty line at the time of Katrina, 91.2 percent were black Pre-

Katrina compared to 26.8 percent nationally.124 Additionally, 38 percent of children in New 

Orleans lived in poverty, most of them African Americans.125 Poverty is an issue throughout 

the state, in fact, as Louisiana is the fourth poorest state in the U.S.  

There is, however, a well-established black middle class in New Orleans and even in 

low-income neighborhoods, many of the residents are homeowners, having their homes 

passed down over generations. Still, most of the wealth in New Orleans is concentrated in 

predominately white suburbs. To be sure, it is important to avoid treating the black 

community as a monolith, particularly the “conflation of the working poor and lower-middle-

class blacks with unemployed individuals on welfare” which ensued in Katrina’s 

aftermath.126 In fact, more than 87 percent of residents living in economically distressed areas 

were employed at the time of Katrina.127 While the predominately African American 

neighborhood of the Lower Ninth Ward had a poverty rate of 33 percent before the storm, 60 

percent of the residents were homeowners. This is an important aspect to note as in the post-

Katrina period, “working class black folk are largely erased from popular imagination and 

replaced with unemployed, welfare queens.”128 

Mirroring the conservative social policies that developed nationally in the 1980s that 

emphasized crime and punishment over social welfare, New Orleans and Louisiana state 

policies focused on law enforcement and incarceration over reform and education policies. 

For example, in 2004, Louisiana spent $96,713 to incarcerate each child in detention 

compared to $7,877 to educate each child in public schools.129 Louisiana has the highest 

incarceration rate of any state in the nation with 816 people sentenced per 100,000 

residents.130 These policies carry particular racial meanings. While African Americans 

constitute 32 percent of the state’s population, they account for 72 percent of the state’s 
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prison population.131 In New Orleans, in 1999, for example, 95 percent of detained youth 

were black with 78 percent incarcerated for nonviolent offenses, a third of whom were 

sentenced to more than three years.132 

 The emphasis on “zero tolerance” crime and punishment policies that impacted 

young, black males in particular corresponded to institutionalized racially discriminatory 

policing practices on the part of the New Orleans Police Department (NOPD). In fact, the 

degree of this condition has resulted in multiple interventions by the U.S. Department of 

Justice’s Civil Rights Division, that last of which “found reasonable cause to believe that 

NOPD has engaged in a pattern or practice of conduct that deprives individuals of rights, 

privileges, or immunities secured or protected by the Constitution or laws of the United 

States.”133 In particular, this has manifested in the “unreasonable” use of force and stops, 

searches and arrests of New Orleans black residents. For example, the ratio of arrest rates for 

black males to white males was nearly 16 to 1, exceeding the already significant disparity in 

the national average.134 Additionally, in their review of the use of force documented in arrest 

reports, 84 percent of the cases involved black detainees.135  

 The racial tension within the NOPD is deeply rooted and often results in extreme 

violence, such as police ‘riots’ in 1900 and 1972 that targeted black residents. In 1990, 

Adolph Archie, who was accused of murdering a police officer, was killed by a mob of police 

officers in what the New York Times described as “a lynching.” Herbert’s reflection that 

“[t]he issue is not whether Adolph Archie deserved to die, but whether police officers can be 

trusted to uphold the law” remains relevant for post-Katrina New Orleans as well.136  

 Rather than being limited to the action of low-level officers – the so-called “bad 

apples” – these actions have found legitimacy in the prose of the police leadership. For 

example, the Sheriff of Jefferson Parish from 1980-2007, Harry Lee, remarked, “[i]t’s 

obvious that two young Blacks driving a rinky-dink car in a predominantly white 

neighborhood? They’ll be stopped.”137 Recently, in 2006, one year after Katrina, the Sheriff 

of St. Tammany Parish, a New Orleans suburb, remarked, “I don’t want to get into calling 
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people names, but if you’re going to walk the streets of St. Tammany Parish with dreadlocks 

and chee-wee hairstyles, then you can expect to be getting a visit from a sheriff’s deputy.”138 

 The prose, politics and practice of order in New Orleans has emphasized a highly 

racialized crime and punishment narrative centering on the criminality of young black men. 

This is not to say, however, that crime and violence have not been a significant factor in 

many black New Orleans neighborhoods. Murder rates, in particular, have been substantial, 

often surpassing the national average and concentrated in black neighborhoods.139 In 2008 

and 2009, although the level of violent crime, including homicide, dropped New Orleans 

continued to have the highest murder rate of cities throughout the nation with a rate of 52 

murders per 100,000 residents.140 At the same time, however, many of these murders have 

gone unsolved and uninvestigated, leaving many, including the U.S. Department of Justice to 

conclude that the NOPD has failed to provide services for New Orleans’ black communities. 

In this respect, this reflects the historical failure of policing services to provide adequate 

protection and services to black neighborhoods.141 

 As a result of its high rates of violent crime, especially homicide, New Orleans had 

been characterized by national media as “a disaster site before Katrina” where “[c]rime had 

become atomized…part of the culture, the air, the dark humor of the place.”142 These crime 

rates enhanced by an abstract fear of crime and social anxieties of race have been used to 

justify remarks made by officials, such as those by police sheriffs discussed above. The 

racialized and class-based fear of crime, both real and imagined, combined with a tradition of 

police misconduct targeting the black community and racial tension allowed New Orleans to 

be a particularly ripe site in which social anxieties of the “black criminal” could be 

invigorated and instrumentalized in the aftermath of a natural disaster as a way to restore 

‘order’ through coercive and militarized force. 

 

Katrina 

Hurricane Katrina touched ground in New Orleans on 29 August 2005 as a category three 

storm. Although the storm and its 120 mph winds caused notable damage, the real 
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devastation occurred after three levees, constructed and maintained by the U.S. Army Corps 

of Engineers, failed, releasing raised lake waters throughout the city. There were more than 

50 breaches of the levee walls, causing more than 80 percent of New Orleans to be flooded 

for at least two weeks after Katrina’s landfall. The flooding occurred in the lower ground 

neighborhoods leaving the tourist-centered French Quarter and the high-income (“white 

flight”) neighborhoods located on higher ground relatively unaffected. 

 At the same time, roughly 20 percent of Orleans Parish residents (approximately 

100,000 of 484,000), the vast majority (80 percent) African Americans, remained in New 

Orleans. 9,000 people arrived at the Superdome football stadium the night before the storm as 

local authorities designated it the place of refuge.143 Research has revealed that many of the 

residents who remained did so because they did not have means to evacuate (120,000 

residents did not have automobiles and at least 40,000 did not have access to public 

transportation); they had family members or neighbors to whom they were providing care; 

they thought they could “ride out” the storm; or a combination of the three.144 Indeed, 

immediately following the passage of the storm, many survivors reported a sense of euphoria 

that “we made it.”  

 It was not until the flooding and militarized response by the state that survivors’ 

testimonies note that this euphoria turned to trauma.145 Not anticipating the massive flooding 

and the relative failure of the state to provide immediate relief and assistance, the thousands 

who stayed in New Orleans remained stranded and became the focus of a non-stop 24-hour 

media cycle coverage, in which they moved from being framed as “victims” to “refugees” to 

“criminals” and finally, as “disorder.” CNN commentator Chris Lawrence, for example, 

observed, “that there were no “normal” people left in New Orleans, only armed ones as the 

news outlet overlaid his commentary on images of black New Orleanians taking refuge in the 

Superdome.”146 Survivors and displaced persons were considered “scumbags,” “looters,” 
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“hoodlums,” and “thugs.”147 Indeed, the imagery relied upon the racial stereotypes of black 

Americans and couched within a crime and punishment framework. 

 These media frames, which centered on rumors and reports of looting and violence 

(often equating the two), developed through a mutually reinforcing engagement with speech 

by state agents and ultimately, coercive action by state agents. The combination of media 

framing and government speech silenced the prosocial actions by survivors, the vast majority 

of whom were black, and instead presented post-Karina New Orleans as disorder caused by 

the predatory, violent and illegitimate looting conducted by the same survivors. This framing, 

while based upon actual acts of “looting,” was largely developed by an invocation of the 

looting myth and its immediate solvency with the public and state agents. In turn, this 

framing both demanded and justified a shift in focus on the part of state agents from one 

based on “search and rescue” to one based on restoring “law and order.” The framing also 

impacted the ways in which survivors were treated in other circumstances as they were 

viewed as criminally suspect. Thus, the following subsections will examine the ways in 

which media outlets and government officials framed the looter as disorder which demanded 

the full repressive force of the state, and how these frames manifested in practice of 

exceptional use of force and social control measures. 

 

Telling Katrina 

The narratives and frames employed by the media and state officials certainly did not operate 

in isolation from each other, but for purposes of this paper will be examined separately in 

order to assist clarity. I will proceed by examining media coverage followed by a discussion 

of certain speech acts by leading state officials.  

In the years after the storm, only a handful of quantitative and qualitative studies have 

been conducted regarding the media framing in the post-Katrina period.148 This subsection is 

informed by the research presented in these studies (which reviewed over 200 news articles) 

in order to show general trends in media framing.  

  Quickly, after the flooding spread across New Orleans, local and national “news 
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reports were saturated with a lasting image of Katrina: the looter.”149 While this was not the 

only frame that was presented in the aftermath and shaped the post-Katrina imaginary and 

governmental response, it was certainly the most prevalent.150 The reports rarely attempted to 

discriminate between different acts or possible motivations, instead treating all as predatory, 

illegitimate acts of greed, as opportunistic criminality that threatened property. Certain 

reports, rarely verified or investigated, were reproduced across a number of outlets thereby 

turning a limited number of incidents into an image of widespread contagion and disorder. 

Looting in turn was immediately associated with more violent behavior, such as murder, 

assault and rape. Underlying all of the reports were the rooted social anxieties of race of 

white America. Although many reports did not specify the race of the looters, and some 

commentators took pains to stress that this was not a “race issue,” race was still prevalent. 

Most notably, this was projected through the images cut and reprinted and broadcast in both 

print and television media. Thus, throughout much of the post-Katrina media coverage an 

image of looting and looters was presented that framed the two as a threat to property, 

representative of wider violence and disorder, racial in nature and required the exceptional 

use of state force to restore order. Looting and looters were deemed immoral, predatory, 

illegitimate and opportunistic criminals. 

 For example, The New York Times reported “[g]un battles, fistfights, holdups, 

carjackings and marauding mobs of looters.”151 They also reported that “[l]ooting broke out 

as opportunistic thieves cleaned out the abandoned stores for a second night.”152 The 

Washington Post published a report stating “[l]ooters have pretty much taken over the Gulf 

Coast in the aftermath of Katrina.”153 The Chicago Tribune commented, for example, 

“[a]cross New Orleans, the rule of law, like the city’s levees, could not hold out after 

Hurricane Katrina. The desperate and opportunistic took advantage of the overwhelmed 

police force and helped themselves to food and water, as well as television sets, sporting 

goods and firearms.”154
 

 One example has stood out illustrating the racial underpinnings of the media 
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coverage. On 30 August 2005, the day after Katrina touched ground, the Yahoo! News 

Service posted a series of photos from the aftermath along with captions provided by the 

reporting agency (see Appendix). In one of the photos, a young, black man is seen treading 

the floodwaters with a plastic bag in his hand. The caption reads, “[a] young man walks 

through chest deep flood waters after looting a grocery store….” The other, a photo of a 

young, white man and woman, also treading the floodwaters and plastic bags in hand carried 

the caption, “[t]wo residents wade through chest-deep water after finding bread and soda 

from a local grocery store…”. Although some noted the fact that the captions were provided 

by two different agencies and lack more substantive detail, the imagery and meaning, 

particularly the use of “looting” versus “finding”, and the fact that both were presented in a 

compiled photo slide of a far-reaching news outlet, revealed to many the racially-charged 

framing of looting in Katrina’s aftermath.155  

 Through these representations, the need for exceptional and overwhelmingly coercive 

force by the state was deemed the only solution. In discussing the arrival of the National 

Guard, The New York Times reported “[h]undreds of newly arrived National Guard troops 

patrolled the lawless streets of New Orleans. Beginning with the task of wrestling control 

from thugs and looters and restoring order in a city that had all but surrendered to death and 

disorder after Katrina.”156 The Baton Rouge and New Orleans television station, WBRZ ran a 

number of segments on the threat posed by looters and the need to focus on “law and order” 

rather than “search and rescue” efforts. In one, for example, the program host commented the 

“problem is now, they are focusing more on saving lives – looting is an issue.”157 

 While seizing upon the familiar trope of looting and black criminality, news outlets 

overwhelmingly underreported the much more prevalent prosocial responses by survivors, as 

well as the ways in which certain looting acts were viewed favorably by survivors.158 It is 

important to acknowledge and discuss some of these prosocial responses and alternative 
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meanings both to counteract their silencing and to better reveal how the focus on looting 

served a particular rendering of law and order.159 As Penner reflects on her interviews of 

survivors, “[w]e wonder how displaced African Americans would have been received in 

Mississippi and Texas if these stories of black selflessness and heroism had received equal 

media attention in the aftermath of Katrina.”160 

 Contrary to the news silence, hundreds of local black men who engaged in extensive 

search and rescue efforts, usually without the assistance from state authorities. In fact, many 

reported being harassed and threatened and some were arrested for their efforts.161 Still, many 

African American survivors utilized extensive community and social networks that provided 

a key measure to limit the number of fatalities.162  

 Certain acts of “looting” were also viewed by a number of survivors as critical, 

prosocial and indeed, legitimate acts of survival. As a result, many of those interviewed note 

that looting was not felt as a source of stress.163 For example, at the Convention Center, one 

of the designated places of refuge, significant levels of government food supplies did not 

arrive until the fourth day after the storm. Consequently, many survivors cited the lack of 

food as a main reason to scavenge or “loot”. In an interview, Dwayne Chapman, one of the 

survivors, remarked, “‘[s]o if they want to call me a thief or whatever, I done it. But I done it 

for other folks…we was feeding people!’”164 In addition to providing sustenance when none 

was apparent from the state, “the so-called looters brought comfort, distraction, and even 

happiness into the mix” by providing items such as ice cream for children.165 

 However, acts performed by law enforcement agents that could be labeled “looting” 

were not treated as such, but rather as necessary, legitimate and prosocial actions taken to 

provide immediate relief. For example, a CBS News report detailed the “disorderly” and 

“lawless” looting performed by black residents, but at the same time lauded the actions of the 

police, who were observed “commandeering equipment form a looted Office Depot.” The 

report supported the legitimacy of the state’s action by stating that “[d]uring a state of 
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emergency, authorities have broad powers to take private supplies and buildings for their 

use.”166   

It was not until well after the immediate aftermath that news outlets began to 

acknowledge that most of their reports were based on unsubstantiated rumors and grossly 

exaggerated or out of context reports, as well as failing to give voice to the predominately 

black displaced New Orleanians. This acknowledgment initiated a brief period of “soul 

searching” and “excuse making” but was criticized as being “too little, too late.”167 

In a process that mutually reinforced the media framing of looting, state officials also 

engaged in speech acts that marked looting as a rupture to social order. By elevating looting 

to such a level, officials were then able to deploy exceptional use of force and social control 

in order to “restore order.”  

 Most notable, was the press conference given by Louisiana Governor Kathleen 

Blanco on 1 September 2005. In the conference, Blanco responded to increasing media 

pressure on the question of looting by announcing that she had deployed state National 

Guardsmen and requested support from other state Guards. She noted these troops are 

combat-ready as they just returned from service in Iraq and declared, “[w]e are gonna restore 

law and order and not put up with the kinds of things that we have heard. These troops know 

how to shoot and kill and they are more than willing to do so if necessary and I expect they 

will.”168 

 Gov. Blanco was not alone in contributing to this narrative. New Orleans Mayor Ray 

Nagin took to radio and television airwaves to denounce the rampant violence, which was 

later proven untrue. For example, he, along with NOPD Chief Eddie Compass, spoke with 

television host Oprah Winfrey, stating that they were “watching hooligans killin people, rapin 

people” in the Superdome and other sites across New Orleans.169 As a result, Nagin 

announced, “‘[o]nce we get the 3,000 National Guardsmen here, we’re locking this place 

down…I have instructed the Highway Patrol and National Guardsmen to treat looters 

ruthlessly. Looting will not be tolerated, period.’”170 
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 It is important to note, however, that not all state agents involved in security provision 

in the aftermath engaged in this type of speech and proclamations. Most notably, Lt. Gen. 

Russel Honore, a Louisiana native and commander of the National Guard’s Joint Task Force, 

contested the aggressive and antagonistic law and order tactics declared by Blanco, Nagin 

and Compass. For example, Honore ordered his troops to lower his weapons and not point 

them at residents.  

 Nonetheless, as a result of these frames and declarations by the media and 

government officials, officers on the ground deemed exceptional displays and use of force by 

law enforcement and military personnel as legitimate. Many NOPD officers and commanders 

urged any means necessary to “take the city back” and “protect the borders.”171 Five high-

ranking NOPD officers allegedly believed they had been given authority to shoot looters on 

site.172  

 

Practice of Katrina 

The discourse of media and government officials soon informed practice. Indeed, by 

invoking looting as a fundamental rupture to social order, the state was able to deploy 

exceptional force in order to restore a sense of order. However, in the efforts to restore order, 

state agents at times relied upon “disorder”, i.e. measures and acts that would otherwise be 

readily deemed illegal, illegitimate and exceptional. In order to probe the material 

manifestations of this rendering of looting, this segment will identify five key markers. For 

reasons of capacity and scope these examples are not exclusive, but rather serve as key 

illustrators. These markers include: (1) the shift from “search and rescue” to “law and order” 

mission; (2) the deployment of the National Guard; (3) the use of exceptional force and 

control mechanisms; (4) the impact on treatment of evacuees and survivors in other locations; 

and (5) impact on legislation and policy discourse.  

The events and examples discussed within each of the markers support, inform and 

reinforce each other. While being separated in the present moment for purposes of analytical 

clarity, these practices encouraged each other and legitimized each other in the actual post-

Katrina moment. Indeed, these five markers represent the ways in which the state attempted 

to restore order through exceptional coercive practices. In the moment in which dominant 

order is appeared as ruptured – i.e. through the invocation of looting by surplus populations – 
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exceptional measures for force and repression are deemed expected and necessary for the 

state to execute in order to enforce social control of the surplus population and consequently, 

restore order. In this sense, the restitution of order depends upon the exertion of power, force, 

violence and dominance. 

 

(i) Shift from “search and rescue” to “law and order” 

As a result of the increasing media coverage and questions regarding rampant looting and 

violence, on 31 August, Mayor Nagin, in consultation with Governor Blanco, ordered an end 

to all search and rescue operations on the part of the roughly 1,500 NOPD officers active in 

New Orleans. Instead, their mission was to restore law and order. This shift is important not 

just for the directives and change in objectives, but also due to the triggering mechanisms and 

meanings implied. Although it had been two days after flooding and thousands remained 

stranded without food, shelter or medicine, these were not considered elements of social 

order. In fact, interviews conducted with over 200 National Guardsmen and law enforcement 

agents detail the operative policy to not allow food, water or medical aid for the remaining 

survivors as a pressure mechanism to assist in the mandatory evacuation order, as well as a 

necessary precaution until “white-owned property” was “secure”.173 This order combined 

with a mandatory evacuation order that the NOPD was instructed to impose through force. 

Thus, people remaining in the city were no longer considered stranded, but rather suspect. 

Policing units that had been patrolling the flooded streets to identify stranded persons now 

formed special units and patrolled to identify potential looters. Hundreds of people were 

arrested as a result and held in makeshift prisons, as will be discussed later. 

 

(ii) Deployment of the National Guard  

The second key material practice of the looting frame was the deployment and use of the 

National Guard for law and order purposes. As Penner documents, “[t]he National Guard, 

primarily tasked with protecting private property, also began to arrive…[and] Blackhawk and 

Chinook helicopters filled the sky.”174 The National Guard deployed over 36,500 troops 

within the first 4 days of the storm. After two months, over 11,000 remained on active duty in 

Louisiana. Given the hybrid nature of the Guard – i.e. a state and federal service composed of 
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professional citizen soldiers – many viewed it as “the most versatile tool in our nation’s 

defense.”175 The deployment of the Guard, as discussed earlier, also allows the state to deploy 

military force while avoiding the legal constraints established through the Posse Comitatus 

Act. 

 While members of the Guard eventually led food and water deliveries and 

evacuations, they also assisted in law and order operations both on the streets of New Orleans 

and in evacuation sites, such as the establishment of “controlled access points” and the 

screening of people for contraband and weapons.176 Many of the National Guard troops 

patrolled the predominately white, upper and upper-middle classes of the Garden District and 

Uptown, which were unaffected by the floods, with machine guns in order to prevent 

looting.177 This choice in patrol created a sense of selective protection as “the protection of 

white-owned property became more important than the protection of Black lives.”178 

 While the actual use of force by National Guardsmen was limited, their presence, 

which included full combat uniforms and weapons and backed by proclamations by Blanco 

and Nagin, proved a violent and coercive act. For example, in an interview, Charles, a young 

resident of the Lower Ninth Ward commented, “‘[t]hem army people didn’t come down there 

to help nobody. Them people came to straighten the streets out. … Running up the streets 

like it’s Afghanistan, that’s how it looked to me.’”179 Another African American survivor 

commented in an interview, “I believe with all my heart that they was going to kill us. If we 

had been the animals that they were portraying us to be [on the television] and acted like that, 

then they would have opened fire on us.”180 

 The image of Guardsmen in battle fatigues produced an extreme sense of unease for 

many displaced survivors, as well as an apparent paradox of being in the middle of a 

humanitarian disaster while having guns pointed at them. For instance, Deacon Harold 

Toussaint, who remained in New Orleans after the storm, stated, “I felt they were ready to 

shoot me! All they saw was that I was Black, and Blacks are criminals. That was what I got 

from them at the time when we needed them most.”181 
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(iii) Exceptional use of force and control mechanisms 

As a result of the looter as disorder frame and the proclamations and statements from 

government officials, many NOPD officers and some National Guardsmen deployed 

exceptional use of force in order to “restore order by any means necessary.” This segment 

reviews some of the key events that landmark this practice. In particular, it reviews the 

shooting deaths by NOPD officers, focusing on the case of Henry Glover, an alleged looter; 

white vigilante violence targeted against black residents; and the arrest and detention of 

suspected looters. 

 In the years since the storm, there have been ten persons identified as having been 

killed and eleven shot by members of the NOPD, all of whom were African American. It was 

not until five years after the storm that twenty officers were charged in the deaths, assaults 

and fabrication of evidence. Thus far, at least eight officers have been convicted on a number 

of civil rights violations, including wrongful death and obstruction of evidence, while at least 

three have been acquitted. Indeed, in most of the cases the NOPD had successfully covered 

up the deaths by destroying or “losing” evidence, not completing incident reports and through 

the complicity of the local coroner.182  

The level to which members of the NOPD felt authorized and compelled to utilize 

exceptional use of force against alleged looters illustrates the way in which the social 

anxieties of disorder, framed through the image of the looter, manifested in state practice. It 

also represents the ways in which overt and demonstrate coercion was deemed necessary for 

a restoration of order. At the same time, the degree to which such practices were concealed, 

speaks to the tension between the demands to restore order and recognition of the otherwise 

illegitimate (“disorderly”) means deemed necessary to do so. Lastly, the fact that these events 

did not come to light until three years after the storm speaks to the way in which otherwise 

illegitimate social control measures were silenced in the post-Katrina media coverage that 

was centered instead on a looter as disorder (and consequently, the state as order) frame.  

                                                        
182 For detailed internal investigation into alleged concealment and misconduct, see: Cpt. William Davis, Maj. 
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 In order to focus this review, one of these cases, the shooting death of Henry Glover, 

an African American resident of Algiers, will be discussed here. On 2 September 2005, four 

days after the storm hit and one day after the shift to a “law and order” focus, Glover and his 

friend, Bernard Calloway, walked to a local mini-mall in order to gather “stolen” items that 

were left there, including candles, pots and pans.183 When Glover was approximately fifteen 

yards from the mini-mall, NOPD Officer David Warren, without identifying himself, opened 

fire on Glover with his assault rifle. Glover’s brother, Edward King, who was called to the 

scene by Calloway flagged down a passing car, driven by Will Tanner. Tanner took Glover 

and King to a nearby police encampment at a local school. The encampment was a makeshift 

headquarters for the NOPD SWAT unit of which Warren was a member. Upon arrival, King 

and Tanner were beaten and detained by the police officers as they were alleged to be 

looters.184 Meanwhile, the car, with Henry Glover’s body in it, was driven to the west bank of 

the Mississippi River where the car and Glover were burned. It was not until two weeks later 

that the car was discovered by out-of-state police officers who videotaped the burned car and 

the skeletal remains inside it, including Glover’s head which appeared to have a bullet wound 

in it.185 Despite reporting the finding to the NOPD and federal authorities, as well as the 

filing of a Missing Person Report by Glover’s mother to the NOPD, which detailed the 

incident,186 no investigation was launched into the remains. In fact, the NOPD actively 

hindered an investigation into the case by destroying evidence (e.g. losing Glover’s skull), 

failing to fill out reports and losing incident reports. In addition, the Orleans Parish Coroner’s 

Office failed to conduct a thorough investigation even failing to classify the death on the 

autopsy form.187 

 The line of defense offered by the officers illustrates how exceptional measures were 

believed necessary to combat looting. Normally, the use of deadly force is not authorized to 

combat acts such as looting, instead being limited to those incidents in which the officer has 

reasonable reason to believe his safety is threatened or the suspect is armed and threatens the 

                                                        
183 Glover’s reasons for going to the mini-mall can be found in the Missing Person’s Report and Affidavit filed 
by his mother, “Henry Glover Missing Person Report,” New Orleans Police Department, November 16, 2005, 
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safety of others.188 However, in the 2011 jury trial and conviction of two officers involved, 

the officers claimed such use of force was necessary given the “exceptional times” and in 

order “to bring an end to the anarchy that consumed the city.”189 They cited the extensive 

media coverage of looters, as well as orders from officials as authorizing any action 

necessary to “take the city back.” In a NOPD incident report that was eventually recovered, 

the reporting officer stressed “the entire City of New Orleans was plagued by looters” which 

placed all officers on “high alert”190 while another presented the alleged looting as an act of 

“resisting arrest.”191 

In the sentencing of the three officers convicted by the jury trial, however, U.S. 

District Judge Lance Africk resisted this dominant rendering of looting and law and order 

stating that Warren’s use of deadly force was unnecessary and his defense was “spurious.” 

Instead, Africk argued, “[h]e [Mr. Glover] was trying to find a way to survive…Henry 

Glover was not at the strip mall to commit suicide. He was there to retrieve some baby 

clothing….Henry Glover was gunned down because you believed he was a looter.”192 

However, incidents of abuse and exceptional use of force such as this failed to gain review in 

the immediate aftermath period as law enforcement and military personnel were 

characterized as necessary if not heroic agents in the effort to restore law and order. 

 In addition to exceptional violence perpetuated by state agents, the law and order 

narrative fueled by rampant reports of looting also led to incidents of demonstrative white 

vigilante justice targeting black survivors. The constant media reports of rampant looting by 

gangs of armed black men that, despite being proved inaccurate, were validated in speech of 

government agents, contributed to a sense of disorder and chaos for many remaining 

residents and invigorated white social anxieties of black criminality. Reports and video 

documentation have detailed numerous signs posted by white property owners stating, 

“Looters will be shot,” “Shooting no question,” and “Beware! We shoot looters”.193 Some 

                                                        
188 For the specific case law establishing the standards on use of force, see: Graham v. Conner, 490 U.S. 386, 
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law enforcement officers extended sympathy to the self-proclaimed vigilantes stating for 

example, “people felt that it was live or die and ‘I had to do what I had to do’….Most of the 

people who stayed back felt the same way – that they will protect their property by any 

means necessary.”194 One documented case involves Darnnell Herrington, an African 

American man from the Algiers neighborhood of New Orleans, who was shot twice while 

walking down the street.  According to Herrington, who survived the shooting, an unknown 

white man approached him and shot him twice with a shotgun. As Herrington recalls, “The 

only thing I can remember is him using a bunch of racial slurs, a bunch of n-words.”195 One 

of the self-identified vigilantes, Paul Gleeson, a white resident of Algiers, claims to have shot 

thirty-eight looters in the aftermath as part of a “local militia” that set up a “24-7 looter 

patrol.” When interviewed on camera by two out-of-state police officers, Gleeson said he had 

no problem with looters as “they are all dead.” He continued “It doesn’t matter. They chose 

to die. They chose to commit suicide.”196 

 Another way in which the state attempted to restore order through dominance was its 

exceptional use of criminal justice procedures, namely the arrest and detention of alleged 

looters. During the post-Katrina period, hundreds of people were also arrested and held for 

extended periods of time with exceptional bail amounts and no access to lawyers or courts. 

Over two hundred people were held in the makeshift jail known as “Camp Greyhound” as it 

was established within a day of Katrina’s passage at a Greyhound bus station. Burl Cain the 

Warden at Angola State Prison who was charged with running Camp Greyhound, commented 

that “[t]he one thing that works [is] to have a jail. They realize you can’t have the security 

until you have a jail ….Without a jail, no reconstruction.”197 The detainees held at Camp 

Greyhound were denied most standard due process guarantees, such as notice of arrest 

charges and access to lawyers, judges or hearings.198  

The example of Camp Greyhound further illustrates the reliance on overt and 

demonstrative coercion to restore order. When asked in an interview about the fact that the 

detention site did not have locks, Warden Cain responded,  
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[n]o, I got security – look at that automatic rifle out the front door. Look at all – you 

see them all around. I got everywhere – security. I got shotguns on the roof when we 

load the buses and we’re well secured. That’s the National Guard out there and the 

Louisiana State Police is in the front and we rock and roll. See that rifle right 

there?199 

 

One of the few news reports in the post-Katrina period that discussed Camp 

Greyhound, a National Public Radio segment, concluded that Cain “echoes the sentiments of 

a hand-drawn cardboard sign on the front door that reads: ‘We are taking New Orleans back’. 

As city officials try all kinds of things to restore order, Cain says his Camp Greyhound is 

making the city more secure.”200 

In terms of those arrested for looting offenses, one of the documented incidents 

involves Merlene Maten, a 73-year-old church deaconess who was arrested for looting after 

retrieving stored food and goods from the trunk of her car – stored in response to Mayor 

Nagin’s recommendation to prepare three days worth of food. The arresting NOPD officers 

would not listen to her claims of innocence, instead charging her with theft of $63.50 in 

goods and detaining her for over four weeks with a $50,000 bail. As a result of the looter as 

disorder frame and “law and order” mission priority, NOPD officers arrested hundreds of 

others like Maten and detained them for extended periods of time before having charges 

dropped.201 However, facing the likelihood of extensive detention due to the delays in 

criminal and judicial hearings following Hurricane Katrina, many detainees accepted plea 

offers rather than remain in custody, while dozens remained incarcerated for a over a year 

before being released by court order.202  

 Another way in which the looter as disorder frame emerged in practice appeared in 

the eventual sentencing of the first group of people convicted of post-Katrina looting. On 29 

June 2006, ten months after Katrina touched ground, three people, who were held in pre-trial 

custody for the ten months prior to trial, were convicted of looting from a grocery store 

during the post-Katrina period. The three were convicted and sentenced under an enhanced 

anti-looting law that went into effect just two weeks prior to the storm. Although the three 
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maintained their innocence, they were convicted of attempting to steal 27 bottles of liquor 

and wine, six cases of beer and one case of wine coolers although NOPD officers stopped 

them on their exit. In the sentencing, State District Judge Hans Liljeberg stated that he 

“wanted to send a message that looting would not be tolerated” and gave a maximum 

sentence of 15 years in prison to each person.203 Judge Liljeberg remained unmoved by 

claims that such a sentence would be unduly excessive given the limited financial and 

nonviolent impact of the crime, as well as the pressing circumstances of the post-Katrina 

moment. 

 

(iv) Impact on treatment of evacuees and survivors in other locations 

The fourth area affected by the looting as disorder frame promulgated by media and state 

officials is the treatment that displaced black New Orleanians faced both within New Orleans 

at key congregation or “refuge” sites, as well as locations outside the city where survivors 

arrived. The negative treatment and prose regarding displaced African Americans outside of 

New Orleans demonstrates the ways in which the media frames of post-Katrina looting 

coalesced with white social anxieties of blackness and disorder. In turn this treatment had the 

effect of erasing the sense of citizenship for many displaced African Americans.  

 A number of displaced black New Orleanians reported being met with hostility, 

contempt and suspicion. Much of this sentiment was accounted for by the portrayal of black 

New Orleanians in the aftermath of Katrina as impoverished and criminally suspect. One 

woman interviewed remarked how she was met at a highway rest stop in Arkansas with a 

shotgun and nooses.204At one evacuation site, Denise Roubion-Johnson commented that, “I 

feel like if it were a group of white people, we wouldn’t have been treated so poorly. But we 

were labeled as ‘poor black people,’ and we looked the part….[Despite my wealth] I got 

frisked just like the woman next to me from the housing project….I got yelled at to shut up, 

just like everybody else.”205 Leah Hodges, a local African American musician testified to 

Congress about her experience after being directed to an evacuation site, the I-10 causeway, 

which she described as a detention center.206 As one of the evacuation staging grounds, 

Hodges and hundreds of predominately black New Orleanians were held on the highway for 
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several days, without shelter or sanitation, under armed watch of the National Guard and 

military police dogs.  

 The invoked law and order prose influenced the ways in which aid workers responded 

to the crisis and security agents policed shelters. For example, according to Congressional 

testimony, “[t]hese runaway perceptions led to the FBI’s unprecedented decision to allow 

local law enforcement officials to access their database in order to screen evacuees looking 

for local housing, resulting in racial profiling of survivors.”207 This speaks to the broader 

effects and implications of the looting narrative as it not just resulted in the policing and 

repression of alleged looters, but influenced the general relief and response activities as well. 

For example, “[b]us drivers sat in staging areas outside the City refusing to drive in because 

they feared racial violence.”208 Another documented example concerns the actions of the 

police department of the adjacent city of Gretna who forcefully prevented black New 

Orleanians from crossing the bridge from New Orleans into their township by firing shots 

into the air above the evacuees’ heads. While the Gretna City Council lauded the actions of 

the Gretna police as a means to prevent disorder from spreading into their township, 

Louisiana Lt. Gov. Landreau commented that “[t]hat Gretna thing was a way overreaction to 

rumors that were being pushed in the mainstream media.”209 Finally, in one recorded 

interaction, former First Lady, Barbara Bush said to reporters while visiting an evacuation 

site in Houston, 

 

Almost everyone I've talked to said we're going to move to Houston. What I'm 

hearing, which is sort of scary, is they all want to stay in Texas. Everybody is so 

overwhelmed by all the hospitality. And so many of the peoples in the arena here, 

you know, they're underprivileged anyway, so this – this is working very well for 

them.210 

 

Thus, instead of being treated as evacuees, let alone fellow citizens, many African American 

survivors reported being treated as “refugees” or being patted down and frisked and generally 
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treated as criminals. Specific treatment varied, but none thought it matched their 

“expectations of a citizen’s right to rescue and relief.”211  

 

(v) Impact on legislation and policy discourse 

Lastly, the looter as disorder frame also had a significant impact on subsequent policy 

debates and legislative measures. A combination of the reports of rampant looting and the 

eventual acknowledgment of abuse by members of the NOPD encouraged legal scholars and 

legislators to urge amending the Posse Comitatus Act in order to make the domestic 

deployment of the armed forces more easy and available in the aftermath of natural disasters.   

 In Congressional hearings on the subject of the government’s response to Hurricane 

Katrina, government witnesses were near unanimous in their opinion that reform should be 

instituted to allow for easy deployment of military assets, particularly the armed forces, in 

response to natural disasters.212 In addition, a number of legal articles have urged similar 

reform and attempt to offer potential legal avenues that could authorize such reform.213 The 

media reports and frames of looters were invoked as evidence for the legitimacy of such 

reforms, despite the fact that most of the reports, especially the more egregious ones, have 

been shown since to be unfounded.  

 Nonetheless, these lobbying efforts initiated reform along the lines advocated. Chief 

among these is the passage of the Stafford Act, which aims to facilitate and make easier 

federal military assistance to local law enforcement in response to natural disasters.214 The 

act establishes definitions for emergencies and disasters and while not fully authorizing the 

military to engage in direct law enforcement it has the effect of establishing law and order as 

disaster relief. This has implications for state responses to future disasters as “the power 

flowing to the military from the task of quelling insurrections and mass violence forces it to 

assume a highly confrontational stance. This position might not be optimal in situations 

where the need for law and order is coupled with, and secondary to, the need for 

humanitarian relief.”215 
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Chapter conclusion 

This section sought to elaborate some of the ways in which the media and state framed 

looting as a law and order narrative and how this framing materialized in exceptional 

responses by the state in order to contain the perceived and real looting threat and restore 

order. Survivors were described briefly as victims then as hoodlums and criminally suspect. 

These depictions were informed by and reinvigorated underlying social anxieties of race, 

particularly the racial archetype of the black criminal. By summoning these imaginaries 

within the perceived extraordinary post-disaster moment, certain exceptional acts of coercive 

force were permitted and deemed necessary in order to reestablish social control of this 

imagined social “other”, and thus, restore order.  
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V. Conclusion 

This thesis and the case study of post-Hurricane Katrina New Orleans in particular begin to 

reveal the ways in which the invocation and policing of looting, especially in post-disaster 

contexts, serve a useful purpose in reconstituting dominant social order. Dominant social 

order, as contemplated here, is a power-laden process that depends upon an architecture of 

social differentiation guaranteed by coercive force and dominance. Since it is a process, 

rather than a permanent state (although this may be idealized), order needs to be continuously 

policed and reinforced as its bounds may be contested or perceived to falter.  

Looting serves as a useful analytical lens through which one can begin to unpack this 

dominant structuring of order. Indeed, as has been argued here, the application of the looting 

label to certain acts and people serves dominant law and order purposes. Looting and the 

looter are framed as predatory, warlike, and illegitimate, as a virus that spreads amongst an 

irrational mob. The framing of the act and actor within media and state prose is informed by 

and reinvigorates underlying social anxieties of disorder associated with surplus populations. 

Within the U.S. grammar of race, and as seen in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, the 

identification of young, black looters draws upon the archetype of the black criminal that is 

imagined to threaten order, therefore demanding effective and forceful social control. The 

image of the black criminal has been a central figure within the prose, politics and practice of 

race in the U.S. Hence, within the U.S. deconstructing the frames of looting and looters can 

help to reveal the underlying social anxieties of race and disorder that are central to dominant 

constructions of social order. In this post-disaster moment, looting serves as a potent law and 

order narrative and is imbued with a combination of fact, rumor, assumption, fear and 

mythology.   

In addition, looting as an analytical lens allows for a more contested understanding of 

order. Both the rupture of formerly prevalent property norms and the reliance upon coercive 

force to counter looting lay bare the fragility, if not the insufficiency, of ideology and culture 

as a means to maintain order, while exposing the necessity of concentrated force and 

violence. Thus, what may have appeared to be hegemony reveals itself more clearly as 

dominance. The invocation of looting and the singular yet omnipresent figure of the black 

criminal (looter), allows the state to reinsert itself by force in order to reestablish, 

extraordinarily so, order – i.e. a condition in which surplus populations are controlled and 

property is protected through the state’s monopoly on the use of violence. An examination of 

the combination of these dynamisms – invocation and enforcement – helps to illuminate a 

cosmology of order or rather, the pathology of order. 
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While this thesis has attempted to illuminate and address some important issues 

related to looting and social order many more remain unresolved both within the post-Katrina 

case study and elsewhere. Within this case study, additional queries should be launched in 

terms of the way that class, age and gender have influenced the rendering of the “looting” 

acts and the designated looters. Additionally, interviews with alleged looters and community 

members, as well as with security agents, can help provide additional insight into the 

meaning of the looting acts, the media framing and the state’s response. A related 

investigation could also examine why looting occurred in the aftermath of Katrina when it 

has so rarely occurred in preceding natural disasters. This research could possibly bring 

significant policy dividends by helping prevent similar occurrences in the future. 

Whereas this thesis is limited to the geographical confines of the U.S. and treats the 

specific case of post-Katrina New Orleans, the way in which looting and looters are 

pre/configured in other contexts deserves attention. For example, the recent reports and 

responses to looting in the 2011 summer riots in the United Kingdom, the 2009 earthquake in 

Haiti and the 2005 immediate post-Hussein Baghdad can serve as fruitful sites of exploration 

across a range of contexts. Additionally, a closer examination into when certain acts gain or 

fail to gain the label of looting is also equally compelling. It would be interesting to test 

whether or not there is continuity across similar events conducted by different actors or in 

different contexts. Such an examination can help unveil the political and moral value 

contained with the looting label. Further research in this area is useful not just for academic 

purposes, but can provide substantial policy and practical guidance.   

 Finally, research such as this can help question and probe social anxieties of disorder 

that allow for the demonization of a whole community and the violation of their rights. It can 

also provide a critical pause and challenge to the type of disaster response, such as that 

following Hurricane Katrina, which turns survivors into suspects. Lastly, this research stands 

as a modest reflection and tribute to those people, like Henry Glover, upon whose dignity and 

lives order was “restored.” 
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