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In this dissertation project, I examine the experiences of displaced Hurricane 

Katrina survivors in the context of post-disaster housing policies and practices. This 

research is based on two years of in-depth interviews with Katrina survivors who were 

displaced to Austin, Texas.  I analyze these interviews to understand the raced, classed, 

and gendered implications of post-disaster housing policies and to consider what these 

implications reveal about the relationship between social policies, housing, and social 

inequality more broadly.  This project is informed by an intersectional understanding of 

social stratification systems and inequalities and a critical analysis of neoliberal social 

policy.  First, I outline the gender, family, and class ideologies embedded in government-

run post-Katrina housing policies and practices, and show how they specifically 

disadvantaged people who did not conform to them.  I identify temporal domination as a 

specific aspect of class oppression evident in respondents‘ experiences with the Federal 
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Emergency Management Agency‘s (FEMA) rental assistance programs.  Next, I 

specifically examine respondents‘ experiences settling into their new neighborhoods and 

searching for jobs.  I found that many black survivors ended up in segregated remote 

areas of the city, far from jobs and public transportation.  Their job searching experiences 

suggest that employers used racist stereotypes about Latino workers to coerce them to 

work for low wages.  This reveals the complex and interrelated racial dynamics of low-

wage urban housing and labor markets.  Finally, I explore how survivors got by in the 

face of such difficult and in some cases dire circumstances.  One primary way survivors 

coped with the uncertainty caused by their displacement was relying on their social 

networks. While women tended to depend on adult child - parent and other familial 

relationships, men tended to distance themselves from the potential support of their 

mothers and other relatives.  Respondents also constructed fictive kin relationships to 

provide support to others, sometimes for the explicit purpose of ensuring one or both 

members of the relationship had access to stable housing. This reveals how both gender 

and family relationships can shape disaster recovery and everyday experiences of 

poverty. Overall, this project contributes to the study of race/class/gender inequality, 

social policy, housing, and disaster recovery.     
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Chapter One: A Disaster on Top of a Disaster 

 

 

“We’re still just trying to get through these hard times that we’re having with FEMA.  It 

was never something that was organized, you know, but they started out okay and now 

it’s just a disaster on top of a disaster because they failed to live up to the word that they 

were going to help get you on your feet.  It’s just not happening.  It’s a frightening thing. 

It’s scary when you don’t know what lies ahead as far as your security.  Being in a home, 

working, and just living everyday life, normal life… This wasn’t our fault.  Like I said 

before, it was a man-made disaster.” 

 The above quote is from ―Susan‖, a 48-year-old single black woman who was 

displaced from New Orleans to Austin, Texas as a result of Hurricane Katrina.  This 

quote is from an interview I conducted with her, which occurred over a year after her 

initial displacement.  At the time, Susan was temporarily living with her 23-year-old 

daughter Jenny in a donated house in Austin, but really wanted to have her own home 

because she felt like a burden on Jenny.  She described at length her attempts to obtain 

rental assistance through programs run by the US Federal Emergency Management 

Agency (FEMA) so that she could have her own place as she had in New Orleans while 

she continued to look for work.  She became teary-eyed and quiet many times during the 

interview when explaining how hard it was to know her temporary housing  arrangement 

would soon end, and how much she felt she needed her own home.  Meanwhile, FEMA 
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continued to deny her rental assistance application for reasons consistent with FEMA‘s 

neoliberal policies and practices.   

In this dissertation, I examine the experiences of people like Susan to understand 

how race, class, and gender inequalities shaped displaced Katrina survivors‘ housing 

experiences.  I analyze interviews with a demographically diverse sample of survivors, 

especially focusing on the experiences of impoverished black women, to understand the 

relationship between social policy, housing, and social inequalities in the context of 

disaster displacement.   

Housing is an important area of scholarly inquiry because of its centrality to a 

variety of sociological topics.  Some sociologists, most notably Douglas Massey and 

Nancy Denton (1993), argue that residential racial segregation is the primary reason for 

continued economic inequality between whites and people of color.  Others argue that 

housing segregation and housing quality differences are the primary reasons for the 

continuing health disparities between whites and people of color (Williams & Collins, 

2001).  Researchers have also found that housing plays a role in domestic violence, as 

lack of stable housing can exacerbate women‘s vulnerability to such violence (Menard, 

2001).  Additionally, neighborhood characteristics, such as social disorganization, and 

housing characteristics, such as building quality, impact crime rates and patterns 

(Sampson, 1990; Taylor, 1996).  These are just a few examples of how housing can be 

fundamental to life experiences and opportunities.  Understanding how housing is 

organized is central to understanding a wide variety of social inequalities.  The case of 
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post-Katrina housing is a particularly interesting study that, as I will demonstrate, reveals 

the mismatch between neoliberal housing policies and practices and the needs of those 

facing housing insecurity. 

In this chapter, I discuss the theoretical considerations that guide my analysis and 

the research methods I utilize in this project.  First, I provide an overview of what 

displaced Katrina survivors faced in the days and months after the storm, particularly 

with regard to housing, and state the three central research questions that guide the 

project.  

THE EVENT: HURRICANE KATRINA 

 Hurricane Katrina hit the US Gulf Coast in the early morning hours of August 29, 

2005.  Almost 2,000 people lost their lives as a direct result of the storm, and hundreds of 

people remain missing (Brunsma, Overfelt, & Picou, 2007).  The storm caused over $100 

billion in damage (Rosenbaum, 2006).  Though the Category 3 storm caused significant 

wind damage, much of the destruction and loss of life was caused by the storm surge and 

the flooding of New Orleans.  The city is located below sea-level and was surrounded by 

a levee system that failed in the massive storm surge that accompanied Katrina.  This 

failure left 80 percent of New Orleans under water (Rodriguez, Trainor & Quarantelli, 

2006).  

Due to a slow and poorly executed rescue plan, many of the city‘s residents were 

stranded for days in the summer heat and several feet of standing water (Brunsma, 

Overfelt & Picou, 2007).  This dissertation focuses on survivors‘ narratives of their 
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experiences once they arrived in Austin, but they also described their evacuation 

experience in their interviews.  Their evacuation stories are truly horrifying.  Respondents 

described witnessing filth and death all around them.  Many explained that they believed 

that they or one of their family members was not going to make it through.  After waiting 

for days stranded in a home, the New Orleans Superdome, or on the I-75 bridge, 

survivors left the city on buses, helicopters, and airplanes.  In many cases, this was 

extremely chaotic and survivors did not know where they were going until they got there.  

Some became separated from family members and friends, sometimes forcibly (Bell, 

Lein & Angel, 2010).   

FEMA and Post-Katrina Housing 

Those who faced displacement had an immediate need for housing.  The federal 

government operated many post-Katrina housing assistance programs, most of them 

through the Federal Emergency Management Agency.  The federal government has 

played a role in disaster recovery, including post-disaster housing, since the 1930s 

(FEMA, n.d).  The Federal Disaster Assistance Administration was established in 1973 in 

the Department of Housing and Urban Development, indicating the relationship between 

disaster assistance and housing.  In 1979, the organization was restructured to become 

FEMA, an agency designed to serve as an all-hazards planning organization.  FEMA was 

charged with addressing all domestic disasters, whether natural or man-made (FEMA, 

n,d, Lakoff, 2007).  One main concern of the US government in this post-Cold War era 

was the ability to accommodate population relocation in the event of a major disaster 
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such as a nuclear attack (Lakoff, 2007).  Thus housing remained a concern for FEMA 

even in the all-hazard context, and the organization continues to address housing from the 

preparedness to recovery stages of various disasters. 

Though FEMA provide funds for many aspects of disaster recovery, in this 

dissertation I focus specifically on their role in housing assistance.  FEMA‘s involvement 

in post-disaster housing is multifaceted and complex.  The agency provides direct 

assistance to disaster survivors who are in need of housing through various programs to 

help survivors rebuild their homes or rent new, temporary housing units.  They also 

provide block grants to state and local governments and non-profit social services 

organizations to help with the costs of housing disaster survivors.  State and local 

governments and social services organizations may use funds to provide general services 

such as case management and cover overhead, but may also distribute the funds to 

individual survivors through programs they administer themselves (Bell, 2008).   

Additionally, state and local governments may also use their own funds to assist 

disaster survivors in need, which in some cases may be reimbursed by FEMA.  For 

example, FEMA reimbursed the City of Austin for $21.45 million it spent on immediate 

post-Katrina aid to survivors, such as hotel room costs, through their Public Assistance 

Program (FEMA, 2005).  Though Austin had a well-developed coordination 

infrastructure among social services agencies that sought to distribute funds to assist 

survivors and to help them navigate FEMA‘s programs, it was inadequate to help a 

disadvantaged population with many immediate needs (Lein, Angel, Bell, & Beausoleil, 
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2008).  After Katrina, federal, state, and local governments, along with non-profit 

organizations, scrambled to provide housing to survivors, and much of the cost of this 

was originally funded by FEMA programs or later reimbursed by the agency.   

  FEMA provided funds for various types of temporary housing assistance to 

Katrina survivors.  Many survivors lived in hotels and motels for the first few months 

after the storm.  FEMA paid for the cost of hotel and motel stays for displaced survivors 

for the first few months after the storm.  In November 2005, FEMA announced that they 

would stop paying for hotel stays within two weeks, but then decided a week before the 

deadline to extend this assistance for two more weeks (FEMA, 2005).  It was ultimately 

extended for some people through January 2006.  The deadline changes, sometimes at the 

last minute, caused confusion and stress among survivors during the 2005 holiday season 

and well beyond, as documented later in this dissertation.  

FEMA also operated two programs to provide rental assistance for apartments or 

houses to displaced survivors: the Section 403 program and the Section 408 program.  

These numbers refer to provisions outlined by the Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and 

Emergency Assistance Act (Hooks, 2006).  Survivors turned to these programs when 

hotel assistance ended.  The Section 403 program was the first rental assistance program 

FEMA offered to Katrina survivors.  Under this program, FEMA paid rent directly to 

landlords on behalf of tenants.  The end date for this program changed many times.  In 

several instances it was extended only days before it was scheduled to end, again causing 

confusion and stress to survivors (Crowley, 2006).       
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Once the final deadline passed eighteen months after the storm, displaced 

survivors were still eligible for rental assistance through FEMA, but they had to reapply 

for assistance under the Section 408 program.  Many study respondents did not know 

about this switch or about how to reapply, and FEMA‘s communications were not clear.  

Those who did switch over faced a different problem; under the 408 program, FEMA 

sent checks for funds to be used only for three months‘ rent directly to tenants, who then 

had to pay their rent with it and submit rental receipts to FEMA to recertify for another 

three months of assistance.  However, many were not aware that the check they received 

from FEMA was to be used for rent only, nor that FEMA had stopped paying their rent 

directly to their landlords, because the instructions were sent separately from the checks 

(Crowley, 2006).  In April of 2007, FEMA sent a letter to recipients of 408 assistance, 

telling them they needed to provide ―additional information and documentation‖ in order 

to continue receiving housing assistance, but did not explain what this meant (FEMA, 

2007).  

The Case of Displaced Hurricane Survivors in Austin 

Many survivors utilized one or more FEMA housing assistance programs after 

their displacement. While those displaced from storm-affected areas were dispersed 

among 22 different states, the majority of those displaced by Katrina came to Texas 

(Texas Health and Human Services, 2006).  An estimated 5,000 – 7,000 people came 

through a shelter set up in the Austin Convention Center, and more were housed in 

various other locations throughout the city (Angel et al., 2007).  Austin had the fourth 
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highest number of FEMA applicants for hurricane–related assistance of all US cities.  

Though people from a variety of demographic groups were displaced to Austin, the 

majority of survivors in Austin were poor, black, single women with children, and faced 

a pressing need for affordable, stable housing (Angel et al., 2007).   

 The initial response to the influx of survivors in Austin was relatively efficient, 

compared to the chaos that occurred in New Orleans and elsewhere.  Social services 

agencies helped thousands of survivors find temporary housing in hotels and empty 

apartments after the Convention Center closed.  State officials established temporary 

disaster relief programs, such as emergency Medicaid and Food Stamps, to provide 

survivors with a few months of these benefits.  These programs had separate eligibility 

requirements from ―everyday‖ programs (Bell, 2008).   

After most survivors secured initial, temporary shelter in the convention center or 

in hotel rooms paid for by FEMA, their need for longer term housing and stability 

became a big concern for both survivors and the city (Crowley, 2006).  The average rent 

in pre-Katrina New Orleans was lower than the average rent in Austin, so poor survivors 

were faced with the likelihood that they could not afford Austin housing without 

assistance.  Public housing was also less available in Austin than in New Orleans.  

Because public housing programs are managed by state and local governments, and thus 

have different requirements and restrictions, survivors faced barriers and denials when 

they attempted to transfer housing vouchers from New Orleans to Austin or to secure a 

unit in an Austin housing project.  This was further complicated by the fact that Austin 
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had a public housing shortage before the arrival of Katrina survivors, with a considerable 

waiting list already in place (Mueller, 2006).  Therefore, many survivors needed 

assistance paying rent on the private market.  Survivors turned to FEMA‘s rental 

assistance programs (described above) to pay their rent.  However, as I demonstrate in 

chapter three, the programs were difficult for many survivors to access.   

No entity has tracked Katrina survivors as a cohesive group or compared 

survivors‘ experiences in the context of each receiving city‘s different social and political 

structures (Bell, Madden, Borah, Lein, & Beausoleil, 2008).  Thus, it is difficult to 

ascertain if the case of survivors in Austin is typical to or unique from the experiences of 

survivors in other cities.  What is known suggests that Austin was both similar to and 

different from other cities that received Katrina survivors.  It was typical in in the sense 

that most cities that received survivors were located in the south, relatively near New 

Orleans.  Texas received about 250,000 survivors, a larger number than any other non-

Louisiana state (Nigg, Barnshaw, & Torres, 2006; Texas Health and Human Services 

Commission, 2006).  Bell (2008) argues that southern states ―were particularly ill-suited‖ 

to the task of meeting survivors‘ needs because they have historically weak welfare 

services and infrastructure.  Survivors in Austin, like survivors in other southern states, 

faced many unmet needs in this context.     

Some scholars have examined how children fared after displacement and found 

that children faced stereotyping and differential treatment by school administration and 

teachers, as well as other children, in states such as Alabama and Colorado (Fothergill & 
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Peek, 2006; Picou & Marshall, 2007).  Results from the larger project from which this 

dissertation‘s data is drawn find similar experiences as reported by mothers (Reid, 

forthcoming).   In this way, adult‘s experiences in relation to their roles as caretakers or 

parents may have been similar across various receiving cities, including Austin.  

However, survivors‘ experiences in Austin likely differed in some ways from 

survivors‘ experiences in Houston, another large Texas city.  Houston, which received 

the largest number of survivors of any city outside Louisiana, became known among 

Katrina researchers and survivors as an area where survivors faced hostility from city 

officials and residents, who believed survivors created or exacerbated various social 

problems such as drugs and crime.  A Houston city police captain attributed a spike in 

violent crime shortly after survivors arrived in the city to this population.  However, 

Varano and colleagues (2006), found that receiving cities, including Houston, only 

experienced a modest increase in crime rates, which could largely be explained by the 

population increase and fluctuating crime patterns more generally.  Still, Shelton and 

Coleman (2009) found that the majority of Houston residents felt that Katrina survivors 

put a strain on the community, caused an increase in violent crime, and overall were a 

―bad thing‖ for the city.  In general, Houston was described by the media, scholars, and 

survivors themselves as a hostile environment for survivors.  Several respondents in the 

present study who spent time in Houston or had friends there remarked on this difference 

as well.   
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In fact, media speculations about the rise in crime that Katrina survivors allegedly 

brought to host communities occurred on the national level (Varano et al., 2006).  The 

discussions centered on Houston, but also included other large cities that received 

survivors, such as Phoenix, Arizona and San Antonio, Texas.  Varano and colleagues 

(2006) explain that the local media and public officials in Phoenix and San Antonio also 

attributed crime patterns following Katrina to the behaviors of survivors. 

In contrast, the local media, public and law enforcement officials, and the general 

public in Austin have not publically expressed similar hostile or negative sentiments 

about the influx of Katrina survivors to the city, even though Austin received a sizable 

population of survivors.  Though some study respondents reported that help disappeared 

over time (or ―faded away,‖ in the words of one respondent) the city government, local 

media, and population did not express frustration with survivors or paint them in a 

negative light.  Most study respondents expressed gratitude towards the city and its 

residents and described feeling welcome in Austin.  In this way, survivors‘ displacement 

experiences in Austin may have been a relatively better case scenario as compared to 

survivors‘ experiences in other cities that received a large number of survivors, especially 

Houston.  Austin was also very different from New Orleans in a variety of ways, which 

further shaped survivors‘ experiences of displacement.  I outline these differences in 

chapter four. 

Most scholars who study Katrina, including myself, view both the short and long 

term aftermath of Katrina as not simply a natural disaster, but a social one (Dynes, 2007; 
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Laska & Morrow, 2006; Nickel & Eikenberry, 2007; Sanyika, 2009).  That is, social 

inequalities made some populations, such as poor black people, more vulnerable to 

danger, property loss, and death when Hurricane Katrina hit (Enarson, 1999).  I argue that 

social inequalities continued to contribute to the difficulties displaced survivors faced as 

they attempted to recover from the disaster and re-establish themselves in new cities.   

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This dissertation examines the specific ways race, class, and gender shaped the 

housing experiences of a variety of displaced Katrina survivors, and how these 

experiences reflect the broader relationship between social policies, housing, and social 

inequalities.  Three research questions guide this dissertation: 

1. What assumptions about gender, class, and family were embedded in FEMA 

assistance policies and practices?  How did these assumptions impact those 

who did not fit into these assumptions? 

2. How did the locations of survivor housing impact their ability to recover and 

re-establish themselves after the storm?  How did the differing racial 

demographics of Austin, as compared to New Orleans, shape these 

experiences? 

3. How did survivors cope with the housing challenges that they faced? 

THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 In this section, I identify the major theoretical perspectives that guide my 

examination of the questions above.  First, I briefly review the concepts of cultural 
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hegemony, discursive power, and intersectionality, and explain how they apply to this 

project.  Then, I outline the field of what I call ―critical policy studies‖ and explain how 

this dissertation is both is influenced by and contributes to this area of study.  Finally, I 

discuss relevant sociological work on disasters and highlight how my work also 

contributes to this field. 

Theories of Power 

This project is influenced by Antonio Gramsci‘s theory of cultural hegemony.  

Gramsci (1971) claimed that a society can be dominated by one group, and that everyday 

practices and shared beliefs create a complex system of domination by that group.  He 

developed this theory as a way to clarify why the European communist revolutions that 

Karl Marx predicted did not happen.  He theorized that workers absorb ideologies that 

keep the ruling class in power due to the ruling classes‘ control of socializing institutions 

such as schools, the media, and law.  In this model, the juridical power of social policies 

and laws serve to enforce the ruling classes‘ beliefs and norms, and punish those who 

transgress them (Foucault, 1979).  However, power is not always overtly exercised from 

the top down.  It also operates in a more insidious fashion.     

One way that hegemonic ideologies are perpetuated is through cultural discourse 

– an institutionalized way of thinking and talking about social phenomena (Foucault, 

1979).  Cultural discourse serves to define the acceptable boundaries of talking and 

thinking about the ―truth‖ (Butler, 1993).  Discourse is not simply controlled by the 

ruling class and imposed upon subordinated classes.  Rather, all members of a society are 
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carriers of discourse and thus power.  Though discourses may be composed of ideas that 

maintain the status quo and keep the dominant class in power, they operate through 

virtually all members of society.   

Thus, the way we talk about race, gender, and class in relation to social 

institutions such as social policy is not benign.  These discourses perpetuate the power of 

the ruling class and the subordination of others and thus must be critically examined.  The 

discourses embedded in social policy control the poor, who are disproportionately women 

and minorities, through monitoring and regulating their lives (Abramowitz, 1988; 

Foucault, 1979).  This is not only carried out in policymaking, but also in the 

implementation of policies.  For example, Hays (2003) found that the beliefs and 

attitudes of welfare case workers were imbued with racist, classist, and sexist 

assumptions about their clients, even though they were demographically similar to their 

clients.  Being similar in terms of race, class, and gender did not prevent many case 

workers from perpetuating negative discourses about welfare recipients or from 

punishing those who did not adhere to strict program regulations.  The case workers saw 

interpreted the experiences of welfare recipients using common discourses about welfare 

recipients that perpetuated assumptions of laziness and dependency.  

Because power is relational and operates through individuals, there is space for 

resistance and resilience.  As individuals come to agree on ideologies and normalize them 

through discourse, hegemony is perpetuated.  However, resistance to this power through 

counterdiscourse is possible.  If some members of society resist dominant discourses and 
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work to replace them with alternative ones, incremental changes can occur.  Discourse 

about gender and the family, as contextualized by race and class, is central in public 

assistance policies.  Even if polices are not specifically gendered or raced, the results 

often negatively impact marginalized people.  In this dissertation, I examine both the 

discourses embedded in post-Katrina housing policies and practices that disadvantaged 

many (though not all) study respondents, as well as the counterdiscourses and coping 

strategies deployed by disadvantaged survivors.   

Another way that hegemonic ideologies are perpetuated is through hegemonic 

despotism, an organizational form common to capitalist society (Burawoy, 1983).  

Burawoy (1983) described the development of this organizational form in light of 

worker‘s rights movements and policies: 

Now management can no longer rely entirely on the economic whip of the  

market. Nor can it impose an arbitrary despotism. Workers must be persuaded to 

cooperate with management. Their interests must be coordinated with those of 

capital. The despotic regimes of early capitalism, in which coercion prevails over 

consent, must be replaced with hegemonic regimes, in which consent prevails, 

although never to the exclusion of coercion (p. 590). 

He argued that there have to be just enough incentives to convince workers to consent to 

cooperate with management and adhere to policies that primarily benefit the corporate 

bottom line, not workers.  This builds on Gramsci‘s (1971) concept of cultural hegemony, 

discussed above.  Hegemonic despotism has the capacity to foster ―commitment and 
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dependence [to the organization] through the carrots of welfare services and internal 

labor markets and the sticks of plant closing and production outsourcing‖ (Lincoln & 

Kallenberg, 1992).  I apply this theory to my analysis of impoverished Katrina survivors‘ 

experiences.  Such survivors desperately needed assistance, and had to consent to 

inadequate and confusing policies (the sticks) associated with applying for and receiving 

assistance if they wanted any chance at the help that they needed (the carrot).  In this 

project, I examine how both discourse and hegemonic despotism operated in the context 

of post-Katrina assistance policies and practices. 

Intersectionality 

 In addition to sociological theories of power, this project is informed by an 

intersectional understanding of social stratification systems and social inequalities.  In 

sociological analysis, scholars largely conceptualize class, race, gender, and other social 

classification systems as distinct.  However, over the last thirty years scholars have 

challenged this conceptualization.  Legal scholar Kimberle Crenshaw (1989) is widely 

credited with introducing the general theoretical and analytical approach of 

―intersectionality,‖ which was soon developed by a variety of scholars.  Crenshaw 

identified problems black women faced in filing discrimination lawsuits, where they had 

to describe the discrimination as based on either race or gender.  She argued that it is 

―problematic…to treat race and gender as mutually exclusive categories of experience 

and analysis‖ (Crenshaw, 1989: 139).  To do so ―marginalizes those who are multiply-

burdened and obscures claims that cannot be understood as resulting from discrete 
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sources of discrimination‖ (Crenshaw, 1989: 140).  Her work illustrates the importance of 

considering multiple axes of inequality when examining how laws or policies have 

disparate impacts on various groups.    

Interested in this same problem, Patricia Hill Collins (1990) developed a theory of 

social stratification based on what she called the ―matrix of domination.‖  This term 

―sheds new light on how domination is organized …and describes this overall social 

organization within which intersecting oppressions originate, develop, and are continued‖ 

(Collins, 1990: 227).  Collins conceptualized the many dimensions of difference, such as 

gender, race, class, sexuality, and ability, as intersecting to create a matrix of historically-

specific situated oppressions.  This concept ―encapsulates the universality of intersecting 

oppressions as organized through diverse local realities‖ (Collins, 1990: 228).  Social 

relations differ by location and time period ,such that individuals face different matrices 

of oppression.  Though matrices of domination can differ give the context, they are 

always informed by the intersection of multiple inequalities.  

Collins argued that oppression cannot be described as additive (i.e. one group is 

―more‖ oppressed than another) but should be conceptualized as composed of many 

dimensions and positions, all unique and differently related to one another.  For example, 

one cannot begin to understand the experiences of black women by simply examining 

work on gender inequality or race inequality, because much of this work focuses on white 

women and black men respectively.  Collins, Crenshaw, and others argued that research 
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that specifically examines black women‘s experiences is necessary for understanding the 

specific and unique experiences such an intersection of identities and oppressions creates.  

 In this dissertation, I utilize intersectionality theory in my analysis, by which I 

mean I pay attention to the ways oppressions due to social stratification systems such as 

gender, race, and class are mutually constitutive and cannot be understood in isolation 

from one another (Chafetz, 1997; West & Fenstermaker, 1995; Zinn & Dill, 1996).  In 

analyzing and presenting the data, I contextualize each respondent‘s experience along 

multiple axes of inequality and identify theoretically informed patterns in their 

experiences.  I analyze a variety of survivors‘ experiences and focus on poor black 

women‘s experiences to illuminate how inequalities shaped the post-disaster housing 

experience.  Intersectionality has not only theoretical but also methodological 

implications, which I will discuss later in this chapter. 

Critical Policy Studies 

This dissertation is informed by and contributes to the field of what I classify as 

―critical social policy studies.‖  Numerous scholars have conducted historical, theoretical, 

and empirical analyses of the US welfare state that focus on the role of state policies in 

perpetuating inequalities.  My work is especially influenced by feminist investigations of 

the welfare state.  Below, I review this body of work and outline how this project 

contributes to it.    

Historical analyses suggest that class, race, and gender are prominent organizing 

principles of the US welfare state.  Trattner (1999) argued that the US welfare state 
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developed in the early 20
th

 century to exercise social control over an increasingly 

unhappy impoverished population following the Great Depression.  Though New Deal 

policies provided assistance to the impoverished, they placed the personal lives of this 

population under greater governmental scrutiny and control.  Affluent people are able to 

avoid this scrutiny and regulation by using their own money for personal expenses such 

as medical care, food, and housing.  The intersection of class with race and gender (that 

women and people of color are disproportionately impoverished) means that women and 

people of color are subjected to greater scrutiny and regulation by the government.   

Further, Mink (1990) argued that the formation of the US welfare state was not 

just based on controlling impoverished populations, but was more specifically centered 

on the conflict between racial diversity and the notion of the ideal US citizen.  Economic 

disparities between white and black people were not (and often still are not) framed as 

differences due to the legacy of slavery and continued racism.  Rather, policy makers 

framed this difference as one caused by a lack of adherence to dominant gender and 

family ideologies on the part of black populations.  Thus, the origins of US social welfare 

programs are in the development of gender-based solutions to what were viewed as racial 

―problems‖ (Mink, 1990).  Specifically, social welfare programs focus on the family as 

the place to regulate gender ideologies among the poor. 

In her feminist examination of the history of the US welfare state, Mimi 

Abramovitz (1988) identified ―the family ethic‖ as a social norm that shapes the 

relationship between women and the welfare state.  Of this concept, she wrote: 



20 

 

As a dominant social norm, the family ethic articulates the terms of women‘s 

work and family roles.  According to its rules, proper women marry and have 

children while being supported by and subordinated to a male breadwinner.  Even 

through major transformations of the political economy, the family ethic has 

persisted….Despite changes in the definition of women‘s economic roles, the 

family ethic has, throughout history, placed women in the home, subordinate to 

men (p.3). 

Abramovitz argued that, since colonial times, social policies have punished women who 

do not conform to the contemporary terms of the family ethic.  She identified what she 

called public, or social, patriarchy as a replacement for the family as the locus of 

patriarchal control in capitalist societies.  In this shift, ―the state assumed regulatory 

functions previously confined to the family‖ (Abramovitz, 1988: 33).  As the realities of 

capitalism loosened men‘s control over their wives and children, the state (composed 

primarily of men) simultaneously became more powerful and exerted control over family 

life through social policy.  While this perspective downplays the patriarchal domination 

women continue to experience in the family, it does provide an important framework for 

understanding why social policies focus on enforcing adherence to the traditional family 

ethic. 

 Social policy is an influential conduit of patriarchal discourses of gender and 

family.  Much like how workers must conform to unfair workplace policies in order to 

stay employed, as Burowoy‘s (1983) theory of hegemonic despotism suggests, those who 



21 

 

need financial assistance from the state must adhere to program requirements that impose 

a particular family ideology, regardless of the achievability or desirability of this 

ideology.  Social institutions such as schools and social policies serve not only to teach 

existing racist and sexist ideologies, but to enforce them (Gramsci, 1971).  Though these 

ideologies serve the interest of dominant groups, as Burawoy (1983) suggests, those in 

need of financial help to survive must support them and attempt to conform to them if 

they want to have a chance at receiving assistance.   

Because dominant discourses about gender and the family set the boundaries for 

how we as a society think about and talk about social welfare policy, counterdiscourses 

resisting these norms or celebrating a range of family forms are generally not considered 

in policymaking.  Including them would disrupt ideologies about gender and family in 

other realms of life as well, which might undermine patriarchal domination.  Even 

―liberal‖ politicians and policy makers largely advocate for policies such as marriage 

promotion that enforce, not challenge, these dominant ideologies (Cherlin, 2003).   

The family ethic perpetuates the subordination of people of color, who may 

adhere to different gender and family ideologies or be unable to achieve those dictated by 

dominant ideology.  Social policies generally rely on a ―traditional‖ model on family, 

which consists of a breadwinner husband, stay-at-home wife and mom, and the biological 

children of the couple (Abramovitz, 1988; Gordon, 1990; Stacey, 1998).  However, on 

average, black families differ from white families in terms of household structure and 

familial relationships.  For example, though white women only began to enter the 
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workforce in large numbers in the 1970s, black women have always had high rates of 

employment because of the unemployment and underemployment of black men (Thistle, 

2006).  More black families are single-mother headed than white families, and black 

women with children continue to work full time/year-round at a higher rate than white 

women (Greenman & Xie, 2008).  As a result, the heterosexual nuclear family has rarely 

been a reality for poor black families in the US.  Black households often include multiple 

generations of family, fictive kin, and temporary guests (Johnson & Staples, 2005; Stack, 

1974).  Governmental assistance to poor black individuals is fraught with problems 

because of the dissonance between gender and family norms and expectations embedded 

in policy and the lived realities of black people in the US.   

Neoliberalism 

Though welfare policies have always been designed around enforcing a particular 

family ethic that subordinates women and people of color, until about 30 years ago such 

policies were predicated on the belief that the government had a responsibility to assist its 

citizens in need.  However the ideology that guides the US welfare state has shifted over 

the past three decades from the belief that the government should provide social 

insurance and governmental support to its citizens towards a belief in market-based 

citizenship and support. Recent changes in US social policy, most notably welfare 

reform, are part of this strategy to dismantle the welfare state (Myles & Quadango, 2000).  

Currently policies discourage reliance on government assistance and encourage market-
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based solutions to poverty.  This means that social policies focus on limiting assistance 

and deterring people from utilizing assistance programs altogether.   

The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996, 

better known as welfare reform, institutionalized this shift.  This legislation transformed 

the cash welfare program from an entitlement program to a time-limited, requirement-

laden temporary program.  The Temporary Aid to Needy Families (TANF) program 

replaced the longstanding Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) entitlement 

program.  Major program changes included a five-year lifetime limit on aid receipt, 

mandatory work requirements, mandatory paternity testing, and an optional ―child cap‖ 

policy that denies mothers assistance for any child that is born while she is receiving 

TANF assistance.   

Several scholars have studied the ideologies embedded in these new policies and 

the impact they have on women.  Sharon Hays (2003) identified a relationship between 

social policies and social ideologies, stating that ―a nation‘s laws reflect a nation‘s 

values‖ (p. 3).  She identified two distinct (and, she points out, contradictory) discourses 

embedded in welfare reform legislation.  She called these ―policy visions‖ the Work Plan 

and the Family Plan.  Hays‘s analysis extended Ambramovitz‘s concept of the family 

ethic to explain how the emphasis on gender and the family persisted in welfare discourse 

despite the new mandate of work for welfare recipients.  She described the work plan as 

aimed at ―rehabilitating‖ mothers into productive members of society, and the family 

plan as designed to punish mothers for their failure to get married and stay married, 
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through enforcing work requirements.  The family plan dictates that is that it is women‘s 

duty ―to control their fertility, to get married, to stay married, and to dedicate themselves 

to the care of others‖ (Hays, 2003: 19), and accept punishment if they do not comply.  

Though the practical requirements of welfare reform are centered on work, the discourse 

of welfare reform is centered on the family.  Three goals of welfare reform, as stated at 

the beginning of PRWORA are to: reduce ―out-of-wedlock‖ pregnancies, promote 

marriage as a route off of welfare, and allow children to be cared for at home (Hays, 

2003).  Thus, having to work is framed as a punishment for having not successfully 

adhered to these dominant ideologies surrounding gender and the family.   

Edin and Lein (1997) conducted an in-depth examination of what these changes 

might bring to poor women.  Their study aimed to understand what life would be like for 

poor women once they were solely reliant on low wage work because of the temporary 

nature of TANF and its mandatory work requirements.  They found that women incurred 

many additional costs when they left welfare for work, and that low wage work left 

women slightly worse off financially than being on welfare.  Though many welfare 

recipients embraced the changes welfare reform brought and strove to meet the 

requirements it laid out, Hays‘s (2003) findings suggested that reform brought additional 

problems to an already burdened population. 

Many scholars characterized the response to Katrina as consistent with the same 

neoliberal ideology that influenced welfare reform (Nickel & Eikenberry, 2007; Peck, 

2006).  Some contended that the failure of FEMA in the case of Katrina was not simply 
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due to incompetence or poor planning, but to the systemic removal of the safety net for 

poor people in the US (Giroux, 2006).  The marginalized situations of many of the poor 

black residents of New Orleans before Katrina were partly a result of neoliberal 

restructuring, and the government‘s response to the storm was characterized by the same 

indifference and neglect (Berube & Katz, 2005).  FEMA‘s inadequate response to the 

needs of Katrina survivors indicated that the government did not believe that it had a 

responsibility to fully assist its citizens in need.   

The limited and temporary nature of FEMA housing assistance programs reflects 

the neoliberal belief embedded in the organization‘s model of disaster recovery that 

individuals should not benefit in any way from the disaster or assistance they might 

receive.  Comerio (2007) explains that ―recovery assistance for private losses was 

justified [by FEMA] by the notion that disaster victims were returning to a pre-disaster 

condition, not benefiting from the disaster with improvements to their homes and 

businesses‖ (p. 200).  This practice is consistent with what Naomi Klein calls ―disaster 

capitalism.‖ This term refers to ―orchestrated raids on the public sphere in the wake of 

catastrophic events, combined with the treatment of disaster as exciting market 

opportunities‖ (Klein, 2007, p. 6).  Thus the government seeks to only return disaster 

victims to their pre-disaster states, or alternatively subject them to new private market 

forces in an attempt to push a neoliberal economic and social policy agenda. 

One stark example of disaster capitalism in the wake of Katrina comes from 

housing in New Orleans.  The Housing Authority of New Orleans used Katrina as an 
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opportunity to attempt to tear down public housing and move to a more limited voucher-

based housing program without consulting with or getting the approval of current housing 

project residents (Saulny 2006). Public housing residents who wanted to return to their 

homes found them boarded up and without electricity, although many units were not 

severely damaged. In response to post-Katrina public housing, Louisiana representative 

Richard H. Baker stated, ―We finally cleaned up public housing in New Orleans. We 

couldn‘t do it but God did‖ (in Saulny 2006).  This exemplifies what Klein (2007) means 

about using disasters as market opportunities.  ―Market‖ inherently means non-

governmental, thus shifting responsibility for whatever fallout from a disaster might 

ensue from the state.   

As an illustration of the pervasiveness of this ideology, Giroux (2006) documents 

numerous government officials and media figures who suggested that people stranded in 

New Orleans only had themselves to blame and were not worthy of being saved.  Once 

Katrina survivors arrived in new cities, the trend of slow and inadequate government 

assistance continued.  The government provided inadequate and limited assistance and 

relied on the market to solve survivors‘ longer term housing problems.  In this 

dissertation, I critically examine the gender and family ideologies embedded in neoliberal 

post-Katrina housing policies and the impacts they had on the displaced through 

examining the experiences of a demographically diverse sample of Katrina survivors.   

Sociological investigations of social policies primarily focus on cash welfare 

programs and/or childcare programs (Chaudry, 2004; Edin & Lein, 1998; Hays, 2004).   
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Studies that have centered around housing policy often do not include an extensive 

gender analysis (Massey & Denton, 1993; Venkatesh, 2000).  Though social policies are 

often centered in the home and the family, as detailed above, little sociological attention 

is paid to the role housing plays in poor people‘s lives.  ―Housing‖ is not simply about the 

dwelling in which one lives, but about how one is situated in a school district, a public 

transportation system, a job market, and a social network.  Thus housing is a crucial site 

of sociological inquiry. 

Housing is an important aspect of gender and race inequalities.  Women 

(especially women with children) are the fastest growing demographic of homeless 

persons (Arangua, Andersen & Gelberg, 2005; Shlay & Rossi, 1992).  Massey and 

Denton (1993) identified housing segregation as a key component of continuing racial 

inequalities, and Williams and Collins (2001) argue that racial residential segregation is 

the fundamental cause of persistent US health disparities between black and white 

populations.  Housing locations determine access to jobs and education (Bratt, Stone, & 

Hartman, 2006).  The increasing lack of affordable housing in the US contributes to 

inequality and the growing gap between the rich and poor.   

In this dissertation, I contribute towards adding housing studies to the sociological 

agenda, with particular attention to race, class, and gender inequalities.  I expand the area 

of critical social policy studies by examining post-disaster housing policy.  Gender and 

race are central organizing principles of social assistance programs, including, as I will 

demonstrate, the ones that emerged to help Katrina victims.  In the next chapter, I provide 
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a thorough examination of the history of housing and housing research, and how this 

history specifically informs to this dissertation project.   

Disaster and Social Inequality 

In addition to the field of critical social policy studies, this dissertation is 

informed by and contributes to the growing field of the sociology of disaster.  Over the 

past 50 years, scholars have examined the relationships between social inequality, 

disaster, and disaster policy.  Researchers have found that structures such as race, gender, 

and class are powerful and enduring even in disaster situations (Morrow & Enarson, 

1996; Fothergill & Peek, 2004), making these situations theoretically interesting to the 

study of social structure and social inequalities.  Disasters are ―social revealers‖ that 

illustrate the persistence of structural inequality (Cutter, 2005).  Though the 

circumstances were in many ways extraordinary, Katrina‘s aftermath allows us a glimpse 

in to ―ordinary‖ social relations.   

A large body of research on the social dimensions of disaster focuses on the topic 

of social vulnerability (Blaikie, Cannon, Davis & Wisner, 1994; Cutter, Boruff, & 

Shirley, 2003; Morrow, 1999; Phillips, Thomas, Fothergill, & Blinn-Pike, 2010).  This 

research explores what social vulnerability is, how to predict it, and how to protect 

vulnerable populations.  In an article describing their construction of a US Social 

Vulnerability Index, Cutter, Boruff and Shirley (2003) explained: 

Although considerable research attention has examined components of 

biophysical vulnerability and the vulnerability of the built environment, we 
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currently know the least about the social aspects of vulnerability.  Social 

vulnerability is partially the product of social inequalities—those social factors 

that influence or shape the susceptibility of various groups to harm and that also 

govern their ability to respond. However, it also includes place inequalities — 

those characteristics of communities and the built environment, such as the level 

of urbanization, growth rates, and economic vitality, that contribute to the social 

vulnerability of places (p. 243). 

Katrina scholars identified both the individual characteristics of New Orleans residents 

and the characteristics of the affected communities and built environment as mutually 

reinforcing and contributing factors explaining the devastation that victims and survivors 

faced (Cutter & Emrich, 2006; Laska & Morrow, 2006).    

In this dissertation, I begin with the assumption that a high level of social 

vulnerability placed many displaced Katrina survivors in the terrible conditions they 

found themselves in.  I argue that the race, class, and gender inequalities that heightened 

vulnerability continued to structure their displacement, resettlement, and recovery 

experiences.  While social vulnerability researchers examine which people and areas are 

most vulnerable to devastation by disaster, fewer focus on how the aftermath of a disaster 

continues to reflect social vulnerabilities and inequalities.  This project contributes 

towards filling this gap this by examining the experiences of a variety of Katrina 

survivors, and especially focusing on the experiences of impoverished black women. 
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Disaster scholars have recently focused on the gendered nature of disaster and on 

women‘s experiences in disasters and their aftermath.  Scholars suggest that women are 

especially vulnerable after a disaster because they take on expanded caretaking roles in 

the recovery process and have more difficulty recovering, in part because of the support 

they provide to others (Enarson & Morrow, 1998).  In a study of Katrina survivors who 

cared for minor children, Peek and Fothergill (2008) found that being responsible for 

children after Katrina caused challenges for parents, and that women were more likely to 

care for children and therefore be responsible for looking after their children‘s needs as 

well as their own.  Using an intersectional framework, they found that mothering 

experiences differed by race and class: 

Low-income African American women faced different, and often more, 

challenges because they were more likely to be displaced to unfamiliar 

places, to lack agency in that decision, and to have fewer resources. Some 

middle-class mothers were able to transform evacuation into a kind of 

vacation for their children, with trips to see grandparents and friends, 

which allowed them to shield their children from many of the most 

dangerous and devastating aspects of the disaster. For the low-income 

families, primarily African American, staying in a shelter was difficult and 

stressful (p. 97). 

Scholars also examine how disaster policies are gendered.  Enarson (1998) 

criticized disaster planners for making androcentric assumptions in the preparation for 
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and relief from disasters.  Gender scholars of disaster note that specific family and gender 

ideologies are embedded in these policies as well, as men are thought of as breadwinners 

and women are conceptualized as mothers (Ariyabandu & Wickramasinghe, 2005; Peek 

& Fothergill, 2008).  Disaster recovery policies often emphasize rebuilding major 

infrastructure at the expense of programs to help marginalized populations, such as 

providing longer term housing for low-income people and generating income for single 

mother headed households (Delaney & Shrader, 2000). 

In this dissertation project, I extend the concept of social vulnerability to include 

the disaster recovery process.  I contribute to the study of how gender structures the 

disaster recovery experience from an intersectional perspective.  In addition to 

contributing to the study of the sociology of disaster, I use the lens of disaster to show 

how governmental assistance policies and housing programs as a whole are gendered, 

raced, and classed in a way that further disadvantages marginalized persons.   

METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

The history of social welfare policy in the US and an understanding of the 

ideologies that shape it provide a framework for exploring how post-Katrina housing 

policies and practices impacted displaced survivors.  This dissertation project contributes 

to critical social policy studies, housing studies, and the study of gender and disaster.  In 

this section, I outline the methodological considerations, methods, and ethical concerns 

that guided this project. 
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As Katrina survivors began arriving in large numbers to Austin, researchers at the 

University of Texas at Austin School of Social Work hurried to document the 

unprecedented relief effort.  An interdisciplinary team of researchers at the university 

secured a National Science Foundation small grant to support the ―Services in the 

Aftermath of a Disaster‖ study.  Research team members, including myself, conducted 

interviews with survivors over the course of the two and a half years after the storm.  The 

project is described in more detail below.  Two strengths of the project‘s data are that 

they capture the experiences of survivors from a variety of demographic groups and that 

they were collected for over two years after the storm, and thus provide insight into the 

longer term issues survivors faced.  In this section, I discuss the methodology and 

methods used in this project.  I describe the data collection and explain my analysis and 

the ethical and political considerations I faced in conducting this project. 

Epistemological Assumptions 

 A feminist epistemology that seeks to put the lived experiences of women and 

other marginalized groups at the center of the analysis (Naples, 1998) guides my 

dissertation study.  Feminists have criticized the field of sociology for taking an 

andocentric view of the world and using (white) men‘s experiences as the data that define 

social realities (Stacey & Thorne, 1985).  These critics have pointed out flaws in this 

tradition and argue for the inclusion of women‘s experiences and social locations as valid 

criteria of meaning and understanding of the social world (Naples, 1998; Smith, 1987).  

The majority of Hurricane Katrina survivors were marginalized by gender, race, and/or 
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class.  While I do analyze the experiences of men in this project, I do so in a comparative 

manner.  By comparing men‘s and women‘s experiences, I show how gender inequalities 

are perpetuated through housing policies and practices.   

Feminist researchers seek to accomplish three goals: to shift the focus of research 

from men‘s concerns to the locations and perspectives of women, to minimize harm and 

domination in the research process, and to do research that can lead to social action 

(DeVault, 1996).  In this project I strive to achieve these goals, and go beyond them by 

privileging the locations and perspectives of other marginalized groups, such as poor 

black men, in my analysis.  Because men have been largely excluded from social welfare 

programs (Pringle, 1995) and because they have been traditionally conceptualized as 

breadwinners of nuclear families, marginalized men‘s experiences with housing and 

assistance provision are valuable but under-researched.  The demographic diversity of the 

study sample (detailed below) allows for comparative understanding of a range of post-

Katrina housing experiences. 

McCall (2005) identified three methodological approaches to doing research 

using an intersectional framework.  These approaches ―are defined principally in terms of 

their stance toward categories, that is, how they understand and use analytical categories 

to explore the complexity of intersectionality in social life‖ (p. 1773).  The first is 

―anticategorical complexity,‖ which utilizes a methodology that deconstructs categories.  

McCall believed this is the best approach for meeting the demand for complexity in 

intersectional research.  However, this approach can be difficult in empirical work, as 
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identity categories are relevant for understanding current material inequalities. On the 

other end of this continuum, McCall identified intercategorical complexity, which 

―requires that scholars provisionally adopt existing analytical categories to document 

relationships of inequality among social groups and changing configurations of inequality 

along multiple and conflicting dimensions‖ (p.1773)   In this approach, researchers 

recognize the importance of understanding existing inequalities that occur along the lines 

of social categories, however false and changing these categories are.  Finally, McCall 

identified intracategorical complexity, which ―tends to focus on a particular social group 

at neglected points of intersection‖ (p. 1774).  

In this dissertation, I follow Collins‘s (1990) suggestion to ―place U.S. Black 

women at the center of analysis without privileging these experiences‖ (p. 228).  She 

argues that this approach ―shows how intersectional paradigms can be especially 

important for rethinking the particular matrix of domination that characterizes US 

society‖ (p. 228).  My approach falls between the intracategorical and intercategorical 

approaches to intersectional analysis.  Drawing from the intercategorical approach, I 

utilize existing analytical social categories, such as gender and race categories, to 

delineate the relationship between housing, social policy, and multiple dimensions of 

inequality.  I also place black women‘s experiences at the center of the analysis in 

accordance with the intracategorical approach, but include the experiences of others to 

get a broader comparative understanding of the range of survivor experiences. 

Methods 
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 Qualitative methods are best to suited to investigate the topic of how social 

policies and housing create material realities that disadvantage women, people of color, 

and impoverished people.  In-depth interviews are ideal for achieving the feminist project 

of placing lived experiences at the heart of scholarly analysis and using individuals‘ 

experiences as data (DeVault, 1996).  They allow respondents to explain their 

experiences and perspectives in their own words. 

Zussman (2004) argued that good qualitative sociology examines ―people in 

places‖ because this gives a context to their words and actions.  He claimed that ―places 

are typically the manifestations, or perhaps more precisely, the instantiations of 

institutions and policies‖ (p. 354).  In this project, I could not observe respondents in their 

original ―place‖ because they were removed from it and/or because it was destroyed.  

This meant I had to rely on respondents‘ accounts of their pre-Katrina lives.  Thus I 

conduct an exploration of ―people in displacement.”  Survivor‘s ―places‖ became 

temporary housing, hotels, service agencies, and FEMA clinics.  Respondents‘ 

surroundings were very literally the manifestation of post-Katrina housing policy.  I 

observed these places while conducting interviews, which provided me with additional 

understanding of respondents‘ housing concerns.   

Data  

I analyze data collected by an interdisciplinary research team at the University of 

Texas at Austin for the Services in the Aftermath of Disaster study (National Science 

Foundation grant #0555113).  This project was designed to gain an understanding of how 
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services and assistance were provided to Katrina survivors who came to Austin and what 

successes and failures occurred during this endeavor.   Researchers interviewed Katrina 

survivors who were displaced to Austin.   

I played several roles in this study.  I was hired as a graduate student research 

assistant in August 2005 to serve as a data manager and in-depth interviewer, and 

remained a project research assistant until January 2008.  In my role as data manager, I 

developed an electronic project data and respondent information system; additionally, I 

developed a filing system for project paperwork.  I helped create the interview protocols, 

recruit respondents, and schedule interviews for myself and other project interviewers.   

In my role as an in-depth interviewer, I conducted 24 interviews with 15 different 

respondents, and sometimes accompanied other interviewers as they conducted additional 

interviews.  I transcribed some interviews for the project and led the team that developed 

the coding system for the data.  I then worked with the team to code each transcript.  

Below I provide a more specific description of the project as well as a description of the 

data analysis.  

The data set consists of in-depth interviews with Katrina survivors who came to 

Austin.  A ten person interdisciplinary research team conducted 139 in-depth, semi-

structured interviews with 71 individuals over a twenty-two month period (September 

2005 through June 2007). The research team immediately began conducting interviews 

with survivors as they arrived at the convention center and were housed temporarily in 

local hotels and apartment complexes.   
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Several members of the research team volunteered at the Austin Convention 

Center when survivors first came to Austin and stayed in touch with survivors who they 

interviewed for the project.  One member of the team volunteered with an organization 

that provided temporary housing at a hotel and made additional contacts we were able to 

maintain.  From there, we used a snowball sampling method, obtaining referrals from 

people we interviewed and meeting other respondents while conducting interviews at 

respondents‘ homes.  Because study researchers were interested in capturing a range of 

experiences, anyone who evacuated to Austin because of Hurricane Katrina was eligible 

for the study.  This purposive convenience sample (Marshall & Rossman, 1995), a 

sampling technique commonly used in disaster research (Norris, 2006), reflects those 

who heard about the study and agreed to be interviewed.   

Interviewers gave respondents a $25 gift card to a local grocery store chain for 

completing an interview.  Because many respondents were impoverished and faced 

challenges securing food, these gift cards were very valuable to them.  This certainly 

impacted the overall composition of the sample, in that it attracted people who were 

especially desperate for resources and food.  A few respondents overtly stated that they 

did interviews primarily so they could get one.   

Though the study team agreed to give respondents the gift card at the beginning of 

the interview so that they did not feel coerced, for various reasons this did not always 

happen.  Additionally, it may not have been possible for respondents to give pure 

informed consent to participate in the study because the draw of the incentive was so 



38 

 

great (Grady, 2001; Seddon, 2005).  It is possible that these conditions impacted 

respondents‘ decisions to participate and what they told us.  They might have led 

respondents to feel that they had to tell us a particular type of information or talk for a 

certain amount of time in order to get the card.  Conversely, respondents may have half-

heartedly participated just to get the gift card, which would not yield the richest data 

(Seddon, 2005).   

The downsides of the practice of providing financial incentives to respondents 

should be noted as a potential limitation of this data.  However, the benefit of respondent 

incentives outweighed the possible downside in the data collection portion of this project 

because we were particularly interested in the experiences of impoverished and 

disadvantaged survivors who faced multiple unmet needs.  If this practice skewed our 

sample, it led us to oversample the population we were especially interested in.  Most 

interviews were over one hour long, suggesting that few respondents did quick interviews 

just to get the cards. Many said that just getting to talk about their experiences was 

incentive enough, which suggests that they were not just telling us what they thought we 

wanted to hear.  In addition to the concerns that respondent incentives can cause for data 

collection and quality, this practice also raises ethical concerns, which I will discuss later 

in this section. 

The research team attempted to follow initial respondents over time and interview 

each respondent at least three times. We attempted this in order to understand the process 

of obtaining assistance and rebuilding one‘s life after Katrina.  However, we experienced 
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a large attrition rate due to the unstable and transient nature of life for many displaced by 

Katrina.  The data consists of 69 first interviews (two first interviews included two 

respondents), 38 second interviews, and 29 third interviews. Seven respondents were 

interviewed more than three times. Because of the sudden and unexpected nature of the 

disaster, and the research team‘s desire to capture a range of post-displacement 

experiences, interviews were conducted on an ―open enrollment‖ basis. The earliest 

―first‖ interviews were conducted in the first week of September 2005, when survivors 

first began arriving, and the latest ―first‖ interviews occurred almost a year later, in 

August 2006. Follow-up interviews took place whenever interviewers were able to 

contact participants and schedule a meeting time. The shortest interval between two 

interviews with the same participant was one month and the longest was ten months. 

Accordingly, these data are not organized into ―waves‖ that capture common themes 

among all participants at three distinct periods of time.  Rather, some interview data 

capture the experiences respondents discussed at one point in time and other data capture 

the trajectory of a respondent‘s experience over a period of time.   

 Interviews broached a variety of topics including evacuation experiences, access 

to and use of social services programs, housing situations, and respondents‘ accounts of 

familial relationships during and after the storm.  They ranged from 30 minutes to two 

hours in length and were recorded and transcribed.  The interviews were semi-structured 

and focused on the issue of assistance receipt.  However, respondents addressed many 

other issues in the interviews.  Interviewers began the first interviews by asking 
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respondents to talk about their evacuation experience, and follow up interviews asking 

them to describe what had happened since the previous interview.  This allowed them to 

recount what they felt was important.   

For the second and third interviews, the research team administered a ―household 

composition‖ form to respondents that asked them to list everyone living in their 

household.  We realized that knowing the household composition of each survivor we 

interviewed and how it changed over time would be valuable to understanding the 

dynamics of families in the recovery process.  However, this proved to be challenging 

from the outset, as the research team debated about what should be considered a 

―family,‖ or ―household.‖   

As we conducted the interviews, it became evident that there was not a simple 

way for the respondents to define this either.  For example, one woman I interviewed 

wrote out the list of her siblings and children who were living in her apartment and 

handed it back to me.  I asked her about her partner who appeared to be sleeping in 

another room, and she told me she did not want to write his name down because she was 

afraid of losing her housing voucher.  Conversely, other respondents listed friends and 

relatives who only stayed with them sometimes, and family members who lived in other 

apartments.  The household composition forms turned out to not be useful in the way we 

intended (tracking how households changed over time), but useful in that they taught us 

that the concepts of households and family were not fixed and stable for many of our 

respondents.  I examine this emergent theme throughout the dissertation. 



41 

 

Interviews were most often conducted at respondent‘s homes.  This allowed me 

and other interviewers to observe respondents‘ housing situations.  It also allowed for 

understanding more about respondents‘ social milieus.  During interviews I conducted, 

and during interviews conducted by others (as indicated by their field notes), it was 

common for the respondents‘ friends and family to be in the same room or nearby.  

Before and after interviews, I often talked with respondents‘ friends, neighbors or 

relatives, and observed their relationships and discussions of their housing and other 

problems.  

We stored the data in locked file cabinets in the Center for Social Work Research.  

All transcripts were assigned a confidential case number and de-identified by members of 

the research team.  Documents with identifying information about respondents were 

stored in separate file cabinets from transcripts.  Electronic documents were stored on a 

password protected server.   

Respondents 

Because the project focused on investigating how families and social networks 

were affected by the disaster experience, in some cases we interviewed multiple people 

from one family or social network.  Demographically, the sample was 61 percent (n = 43) 

women and 39 percent (n = 28) men.  Respondents ranged in age from 18 to 78, (mean of 

43). Sixty-nine percent (n = 50) were black, 23 percent (n = 15) were white, three 

respondents were Latino, and two respondents were Vietnamese.  One respondent did not 

provide his race and two did not provide their age.  About half of the respondents (n = 
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35) were black women.  Study interviewers did not gather specific information from the 

respondents regarding socioeconomic status (SES).  To understand this crucial dimension 

of inequality, I conducted a holistic assessment of SES.  In this assessment, I took 

survivors‘ employment status and occupation, other income from various sources such as 

governmental programs, utilization of social services, assets possessed, and any 

statements interviewees made about financial difficulties they faced before their 

displacement into account.  From this assessment, I determined that 63 respondents were 

impoverished or working class (living paycheck-to-paycheck without fall-back financial 

resources), and eight were middle class or above.  See Appendix A for a more detailed 

demographic report for each respondent.   

 

Figure 1 - Respondent Demographics 

 African 

American 

White Hispanic Vietnamese Missing Total 

Men 15 8 2 2 0 28 

Women 35 7 1 0 1 43 

TOTAL 50 15 3 2 1 71 

 

The research team has agreed to use the same pseudonyms for respondents in any 

published work that analyzes this data in the interest of continuity.   In this dissertation, I 

use these pseudonyms.  I have identified the city in which the study took place, as some 

policies, practices, and characteristics specific to Austin had to be explained in order for 

the findings to make sense.  Because several thousand survivors moved in and out of 

Austin in the two and one-half years after the storm, and unfortunately many of them 
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faced similar problems, I do not believe that disclosing the city will compromise the 

anonymity of the respondents.  In this dissertation, I have changed the names of places 

such as streets, businesses, and apartment complexes to protect respondents‘ identities.     

Analysis 

 I led a group of individuals from the study‘s research team in developing an 

organizational coding scheme for the transcripts by reading transcripts and coding 

multiple interviews line-by-line.  We utilized a descriptive coding system (Sandelowski, 

2000), coding for portions of each interview that addressed topics that interviewers 

explicitly asked about (for example: family and social networks, FEMA, health 

problems), and portions that addressed additional topics that interviewers did not 

explicitly ask about.  Coders met weekly for two months, compared their coding of the 

same transcripts, and came to a consensus on how each topic should be coded and 

whether any additional codes should be added to the overall coding scheme.  This coding 

process went through these multiple iterations with multiple interviews in order to check 

for intercoder reliability.  Once a the team established a stable list of codes, a team of 

coders, composed of members of the code development team and graduate students who 

were trained by the team, coded the individual documents.  We managed and coded the 

data in N6, a qualitative data analysis software program.   

For this dissertation, I conducted additional data analysis by further coding the 

data to identify topics and themes related to housing, assistance policies, and inequalities.  

To do so, I used a constructivist grounded theory approach in the analysis (Charmaz, 
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2003), identifying thematic codes based on emergent topics and themes.  I first read 

through the data using an open coding technique, creating memos about common themes, 

and then moved to focused coding wherein I used and expanded the most frequent codes 

to further sort the data (Charmaz, 2003). 

As I discussed above, these data were collected by a research team for a research 

project that was designed to examine Katrina survivors‘ use of social services after their 

displacement.  The study was not designed to specifically focus on housing issues and I 

did not conduct the majority of the interviews myself.  In this way, this analysis could be 

considered a secondary analysis.  Secondary analysis generally involves using existing 

data, collected for a prior study, to pursuit a research agenda that is distinct from that of 

the original work‖ (Heaton, 1998).   

However, in other ways this analysis is part of the original study, as the interview 

schedules were purposely left broad and respondents were encouraged to talk about 

whatever issues or challenges they faced.  Though the focus of the study was not solely 

on respondents‘ housing conditions, interviewers did ask about their current housing 

conditions.  Additionally, interviewers asked respondents about FEMA because it was the 

primary social services organization that many of them interacted with, and this often led 

to a discussion of larger issues involving housing because many survivors turned to 

FEMA for rental assistance.   

Though I did not conduct the majority of the interviews, I did conduct interviews 

with just over one-fifth of the sample.  I also accompanied interviewers on several other 
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interviews that I did not conduct and had informal contact with additional respondents in 

this way.  My role as data manager for the project also allowed me to work closely with 

the interview transcripts and interviewers‘ field notes for interviews I did not conduct 

myself.  I read through transcripts and field notes from the interviews that I did not 

conduct several times each, and at times talked to interviewers to clarify questions I had 

about a particular topic of conversation and to bolster the validity of my analysis.   

The project was unique, in that it emerged in the context of this sudden and 

unexpected event.  In contrast with most scholarly studies, this study was not 

meticulously designed far in advance of data collection with a clear primary focus.  

Because of this, my work here falls somewhere between a primary and secondary 

analysis.  This is a limitation of the data, as ideally I would have conducted all interviews 

myself and specifically focused them on the topic of housing.  However, the major 

concerns about secondary qualitative analysis, such as whether the data is appropriate for 

the topic of secondary analysis, whether the researcher was part of the original team, and 

ethnic issues about consent and representation (Heaton, 1998; Szabo & Strang, 1997; 

Thome, 1998), are alleviated by my significant involvement in the larger study.            

Ethical and Political Considerations 

Although in-depth interviews provide good data for understanding the housing 

issues Katrina survivors faced, like all research methods, qualitative research is not 

devoid of problems of power and control (DeVault, 1999).  Feminist scholars advocate 

reflexivity in the research process because researchers are always socially located, and 
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because power is part of any social interaction, including data collection (Naples, 2003).  

The researcher is always part of creating the knowledge gathered, and thus must be 

constantly reflexive about her or his positionality and how it affects the research.  Rather 

than ignoring this, feminist sociologists claim that researchers must confront this issue 

head on and reflect on it often in order to make the research process more socially 

responsible and non-exploitative of subjects (DeVault, 1996; Stacey, 1988). 

My positionality as a single, childfree, white woman from an upper-middle class 

background enrolled in a PhD program is significantly different from that of the majority 

of study respondents.  All but ten of the interviews for this project were conducted by 

white women.  All of the interviewers were students or professors at UT.  The privileged 

status of the interviewers, including myself, creates dilemmas of possible exploitation of 

respondents.   

Of particular importance to this project is an understanding of the 

―insider/outsider‖ debates in social science methodology.  Many have struggled with the 

benefits and limitations of studying groups in which one is not a member (Labaree, 2002; 

Merton, 1972, Naples, 1996).  The common argument is that insiders have the advantage 

of a lifetime of knowledge about a particular group and understand the meanings of 

particular social artifacts such as traditions or ways of speaking.  An outsider may not 

realize these deeper meanings and pass over important information due to 

misinterpretation or ignorance.  Conversely, outsiders may question particular traditions 

or behaviors than an insider might take for granted and bring a different perspective to 
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the study of the group.  Naples (1996) argued that the positions of researcher insider and 

outsider are shifting and permeable, and that one is never fully inside or outside of a 

community.  Even those who are insiders in some way may be outsiders in others, and 

vice versa.  This issue is especially important in cases, such as this one, in which the 

researcher is not only a relative outsider, but also in an advantaged social location on 

many axes.   

One particular example of the power imbalances and ethical dilemmas in this 

project revolved around the $25 grocery store gift cards interviewers provided to 

respondents.  In addition to the issues that respondent financial incentives raise for the 

quality of and nature of the data (discussed above), using incentives also raises ethical 

concerns.  A few respondents overtly stated that they did interviews primarily so they 

could get one.  Some called us or even showed up at our offices to express their need for 

food (and thus a gift card) and to ask if they could do an interview.   

 Scholars have examined the use of respondent incentives in research.  Most of this 

research focuses on survey data and response rates, and finds that incentives generally 

increase rates of response and are fair compensation of respondents for their time and 

information (Nicholas & Lynn, 1998).  In this way, providing incentives to research study 

participants is viewed as a positive and beneficial research practice.  However, others 

have critically explored ethical and theoretical issues related to this practice in qualitative 

research among specific populations.  For example, some have pondered the issue of 

providing incentive payments to study respondents who are known drug users (Ritter, 
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Fry, & Swan, 2003; Seddon, 2005).  Seddon (2005) finds resistance in media coverage 

and among law enforcement officials to the idea that research study respondents should 

be provided with financial incentives when the respondents are members of socially 

deviant groups such as drug users or criminals.  He explains that this raises concerns 

about whether it is just to ―reward‖ people for being members of these groups, and 

whether respondents will use the money to perpetuate their deviant behaviors, such as 

drug use.  However, Seddon explains that, from a human rights perspective, the 

differential treatment of one group of subjects based on negative stereotypes of that group 

constitutes discrimination.   

Another ethical concern in this study, mentioned earlier, is that impoverished 

respondents may not have freely given informed consent to participate in the study 

because they were so desperate for the incentive (Grady, 2001; Seddon, 2005).  The 

financial incentive could have coerced individuals who otherwise would have felt 

uncomfortable participating, or to whom participating might cause additional stress or 

harm, to participate.  In this way the study might have been particularly exploitative of 

impoverished respondents.  However, we did have several potential impoverished 

respondents decline to participate in the study, and many who did participate remarked 

that they enjoyed doing the interviews and/or that they were cathartic.  We made an effort 

to provide respondents with the gift card at the beginning of the interview so that they 

would feel comfortable to quit whenever they wanted to.      
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Relatedly, respondents and people around them were sometimes unclear as to 

what our roles were, and a few seemed to think we were social workers.  I examine an 

instance of this confusion in chapter five.  We tried to explain that we only had a limited 

number of cards and could only give them to people who did an interview with us for the 

study and that we were not social workers who could help them secure longer term 

assistance.  Sometimes, however, we did cross over into the role of social worker or 

provider of assistance.  In various instances, I brought respondents food or took them to 

the grocery store, provided them with phone numbers of social service agencies, typed up 

resumes, and made phone calls to agencies for respondents to try to get them assistance.  

It was clear that some respondents were in vulnerable positions and needed help, and that 

sometimes interviewers could provide that, though most of us were not trained as social 

workers.   

We only had limited numbers of gift cards and were unable to always interview 

respondents when they needed a gift card, as we had to save some for new respondents or 

further interviews with existing respondents.   We also only had limited time to conduct 

interviews each week, so sometimes people would call saying they did not have any food 

and we were unable to interview them for a few days.  In these situations, I tried to bring 

them something as soon as I could or refer them to nearby food pantries or the Food 

Stamp office, but I know there were days that respondents went hungry.  This caused me 

a great deal of guilt and I am still not sure if I always handled it appropriately.  I probably 

could have bought food for respondents more often, but it would have been a financial 
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and time burden.  I also worried the respondents would begin to depend on me and expect 

assistance from me, and I knew this could not be sustained because the project would end 

and I would run out of resources.  However, I recognize that I had the power to make 

these decisions and protect myself from exploitation and study respondents did not.   

Judith Stacey (1988) examined this issue in her piece ―Can there be a Feminist 

Ethnography?‖  She argued that ―because ethnographic research depends upon human 

relationship, engagement, and attachment, it places research subjects at a grave risk for 

exploitation‖ (p. 22).  She identified the potentially sensitive confidential information the 

researcher is made privy to as an example of the vulnerability of some research subjects 

to those who research them.  She also identified the possibility for exploitation in the 

products of such research, as ultimately it is the researcher who makes claims about their 

research subjects and their lives.  

In working on this dissertation project, I came to personally identify with Stacey‘s 

(1988) moral and ethical concerns about her own research projects.  Of one project, she 

wrote: 

More times than I would have liked, this study has placed me in a ghoulish, and 

structurally conflictual relationship to tragedy, a feature of ethnographic process 

that became particularly graphic during the recent death of one of my key 

informants.  My ethnographic role consigned me to experience this death both as 

a friend and as a researcher, and it presented me with numerous delicate confusing 
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dilemmas…I was confronted as well with the discomforting awareness that as a 

researcher, I stood to benefit from this tragedy (p. 23). 

My dissertation project is about a traumatic, life-altering tragedy that has left people, 

many of whom were barely getting by as it was, in dire situations without the proper 

material or psychological resources necessary for recovery.  Though this project was not 

an ethnography, because of the longitudinal nature of the project I came to know many 

respondents on a personal level.  Study respondents had multiple unmet needs and I was 

not qualified or able to provide them with any kind of even short-term relief.  I continue 

to wrestle with the ―ghoulish‖ nature of this project and the reality that my career is, 

essentially, benefiting from someone else‘s tragedy.    

My aim in studying this topic is to bring the injustices Katrina survivors faced and 

continue to face to the attention of scholars, policy makers, and the general public.  I do 

this with the intention of both advocating for more assistance for those impacted by 

Katrina and preventing such a multiple-tiered tragedy from happening again.  I also seek 

to demonstrate how respondents‘ experiences reveal larger issues of housing inequalities.   

However, much like the possibility for exploitation and power imbalance in the 

research process, this possibility exists in the research product.  Respondents do not have 

the same power as I do to represent themselves and their experiences in my writing.  As a 

researcher, I have the ability to analyze what respondents tell me and to publish findings 

about their situations.  Marginalized groups such as poor disaster victims may not have 

the same opportunity to express their concerns and be taken seriously, so I have a great 
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responsibility in my representations of study respondents.  It is important to pay close 

attention to how power operated both during the research process and in the production of 

narrative accounts (Naples, 2003).  I have worked hard to place respondents‘ experiences 

and words at the heart of my analysis in an effort to minimize exploitation.  

CONCLUSION 

 Housing policies and practices perpetuate race and gender inequalities (Hayden, 

1984; Massey & Denton, 1993).  When Hurricane Katrina caused the displacement of 

thousands of people, a quickly emerging assistance plan was needed to house thousands 

of people.  The housing policies and practices that federal and local governments enacted 

in the days, weeks, and months after the hurricane were changing, unclear, and 

contradictory, in accordance with neoliberal ideology (Miles & Quadagno, 2000).  Some 

of these policies and programs were guided by previous events and contingency plans 

that the government and social service agencies developed.  However, Katrina was such a 

unique and quickly developing event that some policy decisions were made with little 

planning.  The emerging assistance effort relied on taken-for-granted assumptions about 

the family, much like everyday assistance programs do. 

 This project has practical and theoretical relevance to the project of revealing and 

remedying social inequality.  Findings can be used to design more equitable housing and 

disaster response policies and practices.  They add to the understanding of how ideologies 

create material realities that oppress women, people of color, and the impoverished.  In 

examining the words of Katrina survivors, I demonstrate how housing policies and 
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practices serve to further oppress disadvantaged populations and how survivors coped 

with the terrible circumstances they faced.   

 In the next chapter, I provide an in-depth analysis of the history of housing policy 

and housing research.  Housing policies for displaced Katrina survivors were designed in 

the context of prior housing policies and practices.  Therefore, this history is a necessary 

starting point for understanding the experiences of survivors in trying to obtain rental 

assistance and units.  Researchers have identified numerous ways that ―housing,‖ broadly 

defined, is organized in a way that exacerbates and perpetuates class, race, and gender 

inequalities.  I conclude the chapter with a description of how each era provides lessons 

that guide my analysis of Katrina survivors‘ housing experiences.  

 Next, I examine specific problems Katrina survivors described in their quest to 

secure rental assistance from FEMA.  In analyzing their experiences, I outline the gender, 

family, and class ideologies embedded in these programs and show how they specifically 

disadvantaged people who did not conform to these ideologies.  Poor black survivors 

were especially negatively impacted by policies such as the ―shared household rule,‖ 

which allowed only one ―head-of-household‖ from a pre- of post-Katrina household to 

receive assistance.  I identify a phenomenon I term temporal domination – the power to 

make someone wait for the distribution of resources valuable to that person – as a 

specific aspect of class oppression that operates through social policy and disadvantages 

poor people, who have less resource-time, or time before resources for meeting basic 

necessities will be depleted.  I contrast the experiences of those who did not fit FEMA‘s 
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implicit model of a family with those who did to reveal how implicit neoliberal 

ideologies of deservingness were built into these policies and practices. 

 Once survivors secured rental assistance or found another way to temporarily get 

by, they faced numerous problems caused by their new housing locations.  In chapter 

four, I describe the residentially segregated nature of Austin, where survivors ended up 

living in the city, and how this impacted their attempts to recover from the disaster and 

re-establish themselves.  The houses and apartments that black respondents ended up in 

were located in relatively remote areas of town, far from good public transportation, 

social services, and jobs.  This was especially true for poor black women survivors, some 

of whom reported experiencing discrimination when they applied for jobs.  Their 

narratives about these experience suggest that employers in the low wage labor market 

use racist stereotypes about black and Latino workers to coerce members of both groups 

to work for lower wages.  The lack of transportation in areas many black survivors lived 

in significantly impacted their ability to get to jobs, medical appointments, and affordable 

groceries, which further disadvantaged members of this group. 

 Though many survivors faced a multitude of challenges related to obtaining rental 

assistance, finding housing units, and living in remote locations, some found ways to 

cope.  One of the main ways they did this was by relying on their social networks to 

provide them with support.  Survivors shared information with each other, which was 

useful for some.  However, this was not always an effective strategy, as confusion and 

misinformation was rampant.  Some survivors also relied heavily on the parent-adult 
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child relationship, in particular, for material and emotional support.  While women 

tended to depend on these relationships, some men looked to distance themselves from 

the potential support of their mothers and other relatives, even if this meant facing 

homelessness.  Respondents also constructed fictive kin relationships to provide support 

to other survivors.  For some, these relationships were constructed for the explicit 

purpose of ensuring one or both members of the relationship would have access to stable 

housing or other types of assistance, revealing resiliency and resistance on the part of 

survivors.   

 At the end of this dissertation, I return to the critical social policy studies arena 

and explain how this project contributes to this body of work.  I provide an updated 

analysis of how the ideology of the nuclear family disadvantages poor women and men.  I 

argue that post-Katrina policies unfortunately continue the trend of social policies further 

disadvantaging the very populations they are ostensibly designed to help.  Social policies 

are not the only cause of inequalities and thus cannot be looked to as the only solution.  

Discourses about family, gender, race, and class are powerful and operate through many 

parts of society, and must be challenged in order for inequalities in a variety of arenas, 

including social policy, to be ameliorated.  However, policies can be designed more 

equitably such that they do not further inequality and in fact help to dismantle it.  I also 

argue that housing continues to perpetuate social inequalities.  With this understanding, I 

conclude with suggestions for improving both disaster policy and housing policy in 

general. 
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Chapter Two: Gender and Race in the History of Housing Policy and Research 

 

In this chapter, I analyze the gendered, raced, and classed history of housing 

policies and practices in the US.  Concurrently, I analyze the academic literature related 

to housing to understand the existing theories of gender, race, class and housing and to 

identify what work still needs to be done.  The primary goal of this chapter is to explain 

how housing policies and practices have disadvantaged women and people of color and 

to assess the implications this history has for the topic of this dissertation: understanding 

post-Katrina housing issues and implications.   

Women‘s interests have rarely been considered in housing policies.  In fact, some 

of these policies disadvantage women, especially women of color.  Feminist and other 

scholars have criticized housing policy at various points, but for the most part, 

sociologists have failed to adequately examine how various groups of women have been 

disadvantaged by government action (and inaction) with regard to housing policies and 

practices.  This lack of attention to the gendered and racialized nature of housing 

contrasts strongly with the attention scholars have paid to women, race, and other social 

policies such as welfare and childcare (Collins, 2000; Edin & Lein, 1997; Hays, 2003).   

The history of housing policies and practices provides a context for understanding 

the impact of housing policies that were developed for those affected by Hurricane 

Katrina.  The widespread housing problems faced by Katrina survivors revealed a 

significant mismatch between housing policies and practices and the needs of populations 
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marginalized by gender, race, and class (Nigg et al,. 2006; Murakami-Ramalho & 

Durodoye, 2008).  Parents, particularly mothers, had to develop numerous strategies to 

cope with the housing challenges of their temporary or permanent displacement (Peek & 

Fothergill, 2008).  This situation reflects larger challenges in the realm of women and 

housing in the US, especially in the context of the current housing crisis and economic 

recession. 

 For analytical purposes, I divided my analysis in this chapter into three eras, with 

each reflecting changes in housing policy.  The first is from the late 1800s to 1934, after 

industrialization and urban living began, but before federal governmental involvement in 

housing.  No federally funded public housing programs or federal regulation of mortgage 

lending practices existed in this early period.  The first studies of urban housing by 

women can be traced to this era.  In the second era, 1934 – 1974, the federal government 

became involved in promoting home ownership and building public housing projects.  

This involvement had lasting implications for racial segregation and wealth differentials 

in the US.  The final era, 1974 – present, includes a rise and subsequent decline in 

feminist research on housing, as well as a massive shift in housing policy from housing 

projects to housing mobility programs such as vouchers.   

I highlight the major housing policy shifts in each era and provide an analysis of 

research on housing in that time period.  This historical analysis yields key insights for 

understanding the problems that women, especially those from racial and ethnic minority 
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groups, continue to face acquiring affordable and decent housing, and Katrina survivors‘ 

housing issues more specifically. 

THE TRANSITION TO URBAN LIVING: Late 1800s – 1934 

 In the late 1800s, the rise of industry in the US changed the organization and 

location of housing and ―work.‖  Income-producing employment moved from inside 

households and small neighborhood businesses into large, centrally located factories.  

People began moving from rural areas in order to live closer to factories, which meant 

living in smaller urban dwellings were located much closer to other families (Schwartz, 

2006).  Because many men now left their homes for work days of 16 hours or longer, the 

need for a new way of organizing the home and family developed.  

 Feminists, politicians, and urban planners, among others, debated the definition of 

―women‘s work,‖ its economic ramifications, and how household work complemented or 

detracted from women‘s abilities to be good wives and mothers.  Hayden (1984) argued 

that out of these debates, three potential models of the urban home developed.  One was 

the industrial model, which proposed to do away with the domestic sphere entirely and 

also move domestic work into factory settings under communal care.  In this model, 

―women‘s‖ work such as laundry and meal preparation would be done for wages in 

factory-like settings.  The corresponding housing arrangement for this model would be 

efficient large high-rise mass housing near the workplace.   

The second was the haven model, which emphasized the importance of 

sequestering women in private homes, and focused on making the home a relaxing respite 



59 

 

from the competition of capitalist society for the husband/father and a nurturing 

environment for the children, maintained by the wife/mother.  Housing according to the 

haven model consisted of detached, single-family homes, each containing facilities for 

housekeeping, located away from workplaces.  Finally, materialist feminists fought for a 

third model that would socialize housework in neighborhoods under women‘s control.  

Housing under this model was envisioned as neighborhood-centric and focused on low-

rise, multi-family housing with shared kitchens, washing facilities, and play areas for 

children.   

It was no accident that the haven model prevailed.  Hartmann (1976) argued that 

this model of the household as domestic haven is based on the patriarchal sex-ordered 

division of labor already in place well before the Industrial Revolution.  When men 

worked on or near the family home or farm, they controlled the labor of women and 

children.  When industrial capitalism replaced the agricultural economy, factory owners 

sought to employ women and children, which would have diminished husbands‘ control 

over their labor-power.  Relatively privileged men organized to prevent their wives from 

working in factories, ensuring men‘s economic dominance and relegating women to a 

supportive role for their husband-workers (Thistle, 2006).   

Most Americans embraced the domestic ideal of home-as-haven, but it was out of 

reach for the poor (Thistle, 2006).  Settlement houses, primarily run by women, were 

established to provide social services to the poor (Fabricant & Fisher, 2002).  Jane 

Addams founded the first settlement house in 1889 to address the new problems of 
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immigration and urban poverty (Balgopal, 2000).  Addams, who began the Chicago 

School of Sociology, developed a theory and methodology for understanding the housing 

and welfare needs of the urban poor.  However, fellow sociologists viewed Addams as a 

social worker, not an academic researcher, and tended to discount her contributions to the 

study of housing and poverty (Deegan, 1988).   

The developing class of urban poor was disproportionately composed of racial 

and ethnic minorities, and most early social workers and settlement house workers were 

white women.  These workers emphasized moral guidance and socialization into ―proper‖ 

American beliefs and norms, in addition to addressing the material needs of the poor.  

This racialized and classed history led contemporary theorists to analyze the problematic 

nature of some of these relationships (Balgopol, 2000; Blau & Abramovitz, 2004; 

Trattner, 1999).   

Addams and other women housing reformers such as Catherine Bauer argued that 

housing should be a basic entitlement (Birch, 1978; Breitbart, 1995).  They believed that 

substandard housing in urban areas and barriers to achieving home ownership were the 

result of the US economic system.  They promoted publicly subsidized housing that 

would give residents control over their homes and communities.  The US did in fact 

develop a public housing plan in the 1930s (discussed below), but it was far from what 

these reformers had in mind.   

THE BEGINNING OF PUBLIC HOUSING AND MORTGAGE REGULATION:    

1934 – 1974  
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Homeownership was unattainable for most people in the US before the early 

1930s.  Mortgages were short term and difficult to pay off; only wealthy families could 

afford to own a home (Radford, 1996).  At the same time, owning a home became a key 

element of the American Dream.  As a result, President Roosevelt enacted housing 

finance reform during the Great Depression through the National Housing Act of 1934, 

which helped middle class families own homes and established the fixed-rate, long-term, 

self-amortizing mortgage that is still common today (Radford, 1996).  The Act also 

created the Federal Housing Authority (FHA), which was charged with providing these 

more accessible loans.   

Unfortunately, the FHA and other lenders used both gender and race in 

determining an individual‘s eligibility for mortgages.  Many lenders had explicit policies 

to treat women less favorably than men (Ladd, 1998).  The FHA deemed areas that were 

predominantly black as ―too risky‖ to warrant mortgage lending, a practice known as 

redlining (Schwartz, 2006).  The combination of these practices made black women‘s 

housing experiences especially difficult.  Discriminatory lending practices and racial 

residential segregation continue due to this legacy (Meyers & Chan, 1995; Turner & 

Skidmore, 1999; Wyly & Hammel, 2004).  Since resources generated from home 

ownership are the biggest transmitters of intergenerational wealth in the US (Charles & 

Hurst, 2003), the inability of people of color to own homes a century ago means a large 

gap in current homeownership rates and wealth accumulation between white and black 

populations (Kahn, 2001; Keister & Moller, 2000).  
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Also during the Great Depression, the federal government instituted the first 

federal public housing program in The Housing Act of 1937 (Lusignan, 2002).  The 

programs that developed from this Act created lasting problems for public housing 

residents (Massey & Denton, 1993; Schwartz, 2006).  Policy makers designed these 

programs to be uncompetitive with the private housing market, amid fears that public 

housing might stymie the growing real estate market.  Thus, the quality of public housing 

was intentionally made inferior to that of private housing; housing projects were built 

using cheap materials and designed to be very modest and basic.  Public housing funds 

were available to all areas that wanted to participate, but no area was required to 

participate (Schwartz, 2006).  This meant that poor communities were likely to 

participate and better off communities were not, further entrenching economic residential 

segregation.  Local public housing authorities could decide where to locate public 

housing in their communities, and this had the effect of racially and economically 

segregating public housing because authorities often chose to build it in economically 

disadvantaged minority communities that were far from good jobs, schools, and social 

services.  These aspects of the policy meant both the social and physical environment of 

housing projects would decline. 

A decade later, President Truman enacted the Housing Act of 1949 to encourage 

―urban renewal‖ (Schwartz, 2006).  The act included funding for slum clearing and 

rebuilding of urban areas devastated by poverty.   This resulted in the construction of 

more expensive housing in urban areas over the next few decades, meaning that poor 
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people could no longer afford to live in their previous neighborhoods and were left with 

few if any adequate housing alternatives (Keating, 2000).  Many inner city residents 

vehemently opposed relocation, and they, along with social scientists, expressed concern 

that urban renewal would destroy community structures and further disenfranchise poor 

black populations (Wolf & Lebeaux, 1967).  Because of the intersection of poverty and 

race, some critics referred to ―urban renewal‖ as ―Negro removal‖  (Lindquist & Barresi 

1970). 

Initially, policy makers designed public housing for the working poor, but the 

demand, coupled with the poor quality and locations of some housing projects, meant that 

housing projects steadily became home to only the poorest of the poor (Schwartz, 2006).  

One reason for this was a series of legislation known as the Brooke Amendments, passed 

in the late 1960s and early 1970s, which ensured that the very poor would have access to 

public housing by tying the cost of rent to a tenant‘s income (Reingold, 1997).  This 

legislation required a rent ceiling of no higher than 25% of a resident‘s income and did 

not provide sufficient compensation to local housing authorities for the massive loss in 

rent revenue that it created (Rabushka & Weissert, 1977).  This reduction in public 

housing resources furthered the poor conditions of public housing units because it meant 

even fewer funds for maintenance. 

Over the course of the 20
th

 century, women, especially mothers, became 

overrepresented among the poor.  This phenomenon, known as the ―feminization of 

poverty,‖ was a result of rising rates of divorced and never-married mothers, declining 
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government support for this population of women, and continuing gender discrimination 

with regard to job hiring, wages, and lending practices (McLanahan, 1989; Pearce, 1978; 

Thistle, 2006). Thus as public housing residents became poorer, the gender make-up of 

public housing shifted steadily towards women, especially single mothers.  The racial 

composition of public housing continued to be disproportionately black due to high rates 

of poverty among this group, meaning black single mothers were especially 

overrepresented among public housing residents.   

During the 1960s and 1970s, public housing activists, primarily black mothers, 

organized against the declining conditions of their housing and neighborhoods (Evans, 

1979).  Although they opposed being moved against their will, they expressed concerns 

about the health and safety of their children in housing projects.  The decline of the 

projects became a national concern, and as part of the 1964 Equal Opportunity Act, 

President Johnson created Community Action Programs (CAPs) to address the growing 

complaint that social workers and government officials did not understand the needs of 

the poor or how to empower them (Naples, 1998).  These programs employed local 

people (primarily women) as social workers in their own communities.  Many of the 

women in CAPs focused on keeping their communities and housing safe (Naples, 1998).  

Many public housing residents in the 1960s who were also welfare recipients 

were concerned about the ―man-in-the-house‖ regulation that disqualified many poor 

women (and their children) from receiving welfare if men were found to be staying with 

them overnight (Piven & Cloward, 1979).  Residents did not want to list any male friends 
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or partners staying with them in their public housing applications for fear of losing their 

welfare, and were afraid to even have male visitors.  Social workers were instructed to 

make (moral) judgments about who was part of the household and the assumed role of 

that person in assessing application (Harvard Law Review, 1970).  Assumptions about 

racialized gender roles embedded in the US welfare state served as the basis for these 

judgments (Quadagno, 1990).   The ―man-in-the-house‖ regulation was eventually 

abolished in 1968, a major success of the Legal Service Program and the National 

Welfare Rights Organization (NWRO) (Piven & Cloward, 1979). 

Despite their successes, CAP members and NWRO organizers were typically 

ignored by academic researchers, who considered them to be ―just‖ community workers 

or untrained social workers, even though they developed many new ideas and brought 

with them knowledge of the complex problems faced by women in public housing (Piven 

& Cloward, 1979).  The lack of academic attention at the time to the work of women 

community workers mirrors the lack of recognition faced by Jane Addams and other 

settlement house workers decades earlier.   

During this same time period, women also faced problems in the private housing 

market.  Though the 1968 Fair Housing Act made racial discrimination in mortgage 

lending illegal, it did not protect women from mortgage discrimination.  Women were 

frequently asked about their marital status and the number of children they had in order 

for a bank to determine whether they were ―loan-worthy.‖  As late as the early 1970s, 

institutions such as the Veteran‘s Administration asked women about their birth control 
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practices as a way to determine whether their income should be counted when making a 

loan, assuming a pregnant woman would be leaving the workforce (Card, 1980).  Sex 

discrimination was added to the Fair Housing Act in 1974, though it was not until 1988 

that familial status (i.e. whether someone had children, was pregnant, or was married) 

was added to the Act (Yinger, 1999). 

It is evident that many decades after the Industrial Revolution and the initial 

conception of the home as a haven, gender was still an organizing principle of both public 

and private housing.   It is also clear that racism played a major role in housing policies. 

Women and racial and ethnic minorities faced discrimination in both mortgage lending 

and rental housing, with especially negative consequences for black women.  Women 

who had valuable insights into how to better organize housing were dismissed as 

untrained and not worthy of being taken seriously by the academic community.   

HOUSING VOUCHERS AND THE RISE (AND FALL) OF FEMINIST HOUSING 

RESEARCH: 1974 – present 

The late 1970s and 1980s brought an increased academic interest in women and 

housing with the emergence of scholarship focusing on women‘s previously unexplored 

contributions to housing and planning as well as examinations of the gendered 

assumptions in these areas.   Work in this area slowed in the 1990s, just as national 

housing policy underwent a major transition from project-based to voucher-based public 

housing programs. 

Feminist Housing Research 
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Scholarship focusing on women‘s previously unexplored contributions to housing 

and planning, as well as the role of gendered assumptions in these areas, emerged in the 

1970s and 80s. Academics recognized that settlement homes and women ―friendly 

visitors‖ were significant in responding to early homelessness and urban squalor (Gittell, 

1980; Trattner, 1999), although sometimes guided by racist assumptions that minority 

families were unintelligent, lazy, and did not know how to keep a clean home (Crocker, 

1992).   

Cranz (1980) discussed the gender dynamics in the development of urban parks at 

the turn of the century.  These parks were established to be areas in which men would be 

positively influenced to act properly and lawfully because they were out in public with 

their wives and children.  Major urban parks were designed to keep men tightly protected 

against vice-provoking influences such as bars and prostitutes.  Though women reclaimed 

some of these parks as areas in which they could be physically active, participate in 

sports, and interact with other women, women‘s concerns and wants were not formally 

considered.  Rather, their influence was used to encourage urban men‘s proper behavior. 

Feminist academics launched critiques at the Chicago School of sociology, 

claiming that women with theoretical and practical contributions to these emerging fields, 

such as Jane Addams, were ignored (Deegan, 1988). Likewise, feminist academics 

recognized the important practical and theoretical work of CAP members to affect change 

in their communities and housing projects (Naples, 1998).  Other academic work at the 

end on the 1970s began to explore the relationship between poor women of color and 
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public assistance, but this work was primarily focused on welfare, not public housing 

(Piven & Cloward, 1979; Evans, 1979).   

Also during this time period, feminists critiqued mass suburban housing and 

living arrangements.  Scholars pointed out the masculinist bias in detached single-family 

houses (England, 1993; Hayden, 1984; Saegart, 1980).  They argued that suburban homes 

were designed on the assumption that each family would have a mother/wife who would 

be a full time homemaker, childcare provider, food preparer, and housecleaner, 

reinforcing the house as a haven model (Hayden, 1984).  Zoning practices that forbade 

multi-unit dwellings and the operation of a business out of private homes during this time 

period were recognized as efforts to keep women and work separated and keep women 

dependent on their husbands‘ earnings (Wright, 2005).   

Feminist theorists also made note of the increasing consumerism encouraged of 

housewives as a way to emphasize the importance of women staying home and devoting 

all of their time to maintaining and improving their household (Hayden, 1980; Wright, 

2005).  Beginning with the ―cult of domesticity‖ in the late 1800s, décor of a home was a 

way to convey class status to others who walked by or visited.  As the haven strategy was 

adopted after the Industrial Revolution, homes were increasingly expected to be 

comfortable retreats from industry and commercialism.  Ironically, as Wright noted, new 

technologies and commercialization (such as mass produced art and magazines), were 

what allowed women to have many choices in home decoration as well as the ability to 

learn how to do such things.    
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Scholars examined changing family structures and living patterns in this era as 

well.  They saw the rise in divorce and single parenthood as a significant problem for 

women with regard to housing because of continued discrimination against women in the 

mortgage and rental markets and the lower economic statuses of single mothers.  

Freeman (1980) argued that single women and mothers could be best housed in urban 

areas because of the wider availability of affordable housing, public transportation, and 

social services.  However, she identified problems associated with city living for women, 

such as lack of well-paying jobs and especially rental discrimination.  She presented 

evidence from a governmental report in 1975 that found pervasive gender discrimination 

with regard to renting.  Facially neutral practices in advertising for rentals, such as 

advertising ―children not allowed,‖ ―preference for married couples,‖ and ―no single 

roommates,‖ were used to exclude women and single mothers from many urban rentals. 

Though feminists made many notable US contributions to this literature during 

this time period, feminists in the UK and Australia also wrote about various housing 

issues faced by women in their respective countries (Birch, 1985; Gilroy & Woods, 1994; 

Madigan, Murno, & Smith, 1990; Watson, 1986).  Watson (1986) wrote about the issue 

of women‘s homelessness, a growing problem seemingly ignored by British housing 

policy.  Her contribution was unique within this literature as her focus was primarily on 

single women of all ages, not women with children.  Though the growing problem of 

homeless women with children persisted, Watson felt that homeless single women, 

whether divorced, widowed, never married, or mothers of grown children, were a group 
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with a particular disadvantage with regards to securing housing.  She also felt this group 

was overlooked and under-researched.  She argued from a Marxist feminist perspective 

that families were central to the reproduction of labor power and thus their housing 

priorities took precedence policy-wise over single people‘s housing needs, particularly 

women‘s.   

Watson also made an important theoretical distinction between the concepts of 

―house‖ and ―home,‖ and explored this difference through interviews with homeless 

women.  When women described their ideal home, they almost exclusively discussed 

interior characteristics, such as the size of rooms, number of windows, type of kitchen 

and appliances, reflecting women‘s traditional association with and responsibility for the 

―home,‖ those aspects of a house that are for comfort and emotional well-being.  Many of 

her study respondents also mentioned that having a home was associated with their 

mental well-being, and that a loss of housing made many fall into various states of mental 

illness.     

Housing Policy Changes 

During this same period, the 1970s - 1990s, public housing policy in the US 

changed due to continued criticisms of the deteriorating social and physical conditions of 

public housing units made by residents, scholars, and policy analysts.  However, as the 

policy changes became adopted on the national level in the 1990s, critical scholarly work 

pertaining to the gendered organization of housing waned and shifted to focus on racial 

segregation.   
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The Housing Act of 1974 and the 1976 ruling in the Gautreaux v. the Chicago 

Housing Authority case paved the way for a new ideology about how public housing 

should be organized.  The Housing Act established the first national housing voucher 

program and required local housing authorities to evaluate how using both housing 

projects and vouchers could jointly meet their communities‘ housing needs (Schwartz, 

2006).  The voucher program established the Section 8 Existing Housing program, which 

provided vouchers to low-income households that paid the difference between 25% of 

family income and fair market rent.  This program has undergone some changes, 

including a name change to the Housing Choice Voucher Program in 1998 and 

significant expansion, but still provides rent vouchers to low-income families for a 

portion of their rent, based on the families‘ income.   

The Gautreaux ruling determined the Chicago Housing Authority used 

discriminatory practices in building of housing projects and in assigning of residents to 

them (Massey & Denton, 1993).  Gautreaux allowed public housing residents in Chicago 

to receive Section 8 housing vouchers to move to the suburbs or elsewhere in the city.  

Over half moved to the suburbs and the rest remained in different areas of the city 

(Rosenbaum, 1995).  This created a natural experiment for policy makers who were 

concerned about the declining state of housing projects in the US due to gang activity, 

drug use, violence, and disrepair (Venkatesh, 2000; Wilson, 1987).   

Housing policy analysts‘ evaluations of Gautreaux have been mixed, with some 

finding significant improvement in the lives of those who moved to predominantly white 
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suburbs and some finding few changes in the material conditions of the movers and an 

increased vulnerability to interpersonal racism and discrimination (Keels et al., 2005; 

Rosenbaum, 1995).  Suburban movers had more interaction with white people, which 

was interpreted by most evaluators as a positive result.  However, this could be 

interpreted as less positive when taking into account previous work showing that black 

people prefer to live in predominately black or mixed race communities (Clark, 1992; 

Frey, 1994), and the fact that more interaction does not mean more acceptance or positive 

interactions.  Though Gautreaux participants were voluntary participants in many ways, 

the racial politics of this policy must be explored.  For example, Goetz‘s (2000) case 

study of a housing mobility program in Minneapolis/St. Paul revealed that efforts to 

deconcentrate poverty brought up struggles similar to those that occurred in the 1970s 

during the ―urban renewal‖ period.  He found that poor minority residents in 

Minneapolis/St. Paul wanted to save their housing and neighborhoods from destruction 

rather than move out of them, and felt the policy was racist.       

Despite this, many localities were inspired by the results of Gautreaux, which 

were overall reported as significantly positive.  Some think this is overstated because of 

the voluntary nature of the program and because of the eligibility criteria that excluded 

those most in need from participating (Schwartz, 1999).  However, these findings 

inspired a federal program called Moving to Opportunity (MTO) that sought to examine 

whether neighborhoods have an independent effect on families‘ lives and opportunities.  

The ten year study took place in five US cities (Baltimore, Boston, Chicago, Los 
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Angeles, and New York City) and was administered by local Public Housing Authorities.  

Families with children seeking public housing were randomly selected to receive housing 

counseling and vouchers that were to be used in areas with less than 10% poverty.  While 

Gautreaux focused on racial integration explicitly, MTO focused exclusively on 

economic integration, though given the extreme racial residential segregation in all five 

cities, in most cases this also meant racial integration.   

Overall, families that participated were happier and felt safer, which was also true 

of Gautreaux participants (Rosenberg, 1995).  Early evidence from MTO demonstrated 

mental and physical health improvements and decreases in experiences of violence, but 

inconclusive data with regards to wages, employment, and welfare receipt (Goering, 

Feins, & Richardson, 2002; Katz, 2001).  Longer term studies of MTO showed some 

continued modest improvements in health and safety measures, but did not show other 

expected positive outcomes.  For example, children‘s school achievement did not 

improve even after seven years in a new neighborhood (Sanbonmatsu, Kling, Duncan, & 

Brooks-Gunn, 2006).  Employment and earnings were the same among voucher and 

control groups, with control groups maintaining more connections to job opportunities 

through their social networks and having fewer transportation difficulties with regard to 

job searches and commuting to jobs (Turney et al., 2006).  Overall, it seems that these 

programs are beneficial in some ways (health and safety), neutral in most (employment, 

wages), and negative in others (racism and discrimination, loss of social networks).    
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Much of the ideology surrounding the Gautreaux program and similar residential 

mobility programs is problematically informed by ―culture of poverty‖ assumptions.  

Policy makers and scholars had open discussions about how many black families could 

safely be moved into a neighborhood before white residents became uneasy and began 

moving out.  Though many white people at the time said they were accepting of racial 

integration, they opposed any government intervention that would assist this goal 

(Schuman & Bobo, 1988).  Policy makers took great care to ensure that there would not 

be ―white flight‖ from white neighborhoods when mobility programs were implemented.   

Much of the justification for this concern centered on the issue of economic class 

differences and how this could cause unrest in the suburbs.  However, Breitbart (1995) 

argued that the media used socioeconomic class as a code for race when covering the 

issue of mixed income neighborhoods and housing projects.  It is likely policy makers 

used the same codes to talk about more loaded issues such as racism and stereotypes.  As 

it has become increasingly politically incorrect to discuss some kind of inherent 

difference between the races, an inherent difference between people of different 

economic classes seemed to be accepted.     

Policy makers gave little consideration to the real threat of racist violence against 

black people who moved into predominantly white neighborhoods, though there has been 

a long history of this (Squires et al., 1987).  Compared to those who moved within the 

city, Gautreaux suburban movers experienced significantly more harassment and similar 

rates of violence as urban movers.  However, researchers explained that under free choice 
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it is unlikely that black populations would demonstrate the mobility pattern built into 

these programs.  As discussed above, previous work found that people prefer to live in 

neighborhoods that are predominantly inhabited by people of their own race.  Particularly 

for racial and ethnic minorities, material and practical reasons influence this preference.  

Loss of a social network and an increasing sense of racial harassment and discrimination 

are serious concerns.  

Instead, policy makers focused on allaying white people‘s fears about black 

populations and hoping white role models could resocialize poor black people from this 

supposed culture of poverty they practice.  Proponents of housing mobility emphasized 

the importance of role models and social norms such as those of working.  This was an 

overt consideration in creating these programs (Wilson, 1987).  Among some, 

desegregation was encouraged not to ameliorate decades of discriminatory practices in 

education, employment, housing, and personal safety opportunities, but because it was 

perceived that too many poor black people in one place spurred the development of a 

multitude of deviant behaviors and norms that could best be corrected by separating them 

and moving them to areas where they would have white role models.   

The slow shift to housing vouchers in the late 1970s and 1980s was a significant 

development in public housing, as it addressed concerns about housing projects that were 

expressed by public housing residents and policy makers alike.  People in both groups 

maintained that projects were becoming increasingly dangerous and were not good places 

to raise children.  However, many public housing residents opposed this viewpoint and 
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worried that the good parts of their communities would be destroyed if the projects were 

destroyed (Keating, 2000).  They also expressed concerns about finding rentals on the 

private market that would accept their vouchers (Wyly & Hammel, 1999).   

Influenced by the reported successes of housing voucher experiments such as 

Gautreaux and MTO, and the shift towards the private market as the solution to the 

problem of housing the poor, President Clinton implemented The Urban Revitalization 

Demonstration Program, commonly known as the HOPE VI program, in 1992 (Salama, 

1999).  This act eliminated mandatory priority for the lowest-income families in public 

housing placement in order to decrease the concentration of extreme poverty.  It also 

eliminated a one-for-one replacement law for the demolition of public housing units.  

HOPE VI effectively ended the building of new public housing projects, and made 

Section 8 tenant-based housing vouchers the main form of housing assistance (Johnson, 

2001).   

Section 8 housing voucher programs operate differently than the experimental 

design of housing mobility studies, and thus may have different outcomes for 

participants.  Critics of housing vouchers point out that they do not work in some 

locations or for some households (Crowley, 2003; Dreir & Atlas, 1996). Some have 

found that those who use housing vouchers without restriction were still more likely to 

move to poorer neighborhoods than more affluent neighborhoods (Shroder, 2002).   

Unlike some voucher experiments, general housing voucher recipients are not 

banned from using their vouchers in very poor areas.  Though residents are encouraged to 
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look in other areas, they are not required to.  A ban of this nature is unreasonable and 

would lead to fewer people being able to find housing, but it may have the effect of 

perpetuating racial and economic segregation.   There are many reasons that families end 

up in the same or similar communities despite the possibility of mobility.  Some reasons 

poor black families do not move out of inner city areas, in addition to discrimination and 

worries about racial prejudice or violence, are lack of information about nonmetropolitan 

areas and lack of transportation, which may contribute to the continued concentration of 

poverty through housing vouchers (Shroder, 2002).    

The non-replacement policy for public housing projects and the elimination of 

priority placement for the poorest of the poor has had a negative impact on the overall 

availability of low-income housing units.  According to HUD figures, for every 100 very 

low income renter households in 1999, there were only 70 units affordable and actually 

available to them.  The situation is even worse for extremely low income renter 

households, with only 40 units affordable and available for every 100 households in this 

income group (National Housing Law Project, 2002).  Menard (2001) argued that this 

could create precarious situations for domestic violence survivors, as public housing and 

welfare programs are often used as temporary ways out of abusive and/or economically 

dependent relationships.   

HOPE VI did establish the private construction of lower density mixed-income 

housing developments that were designed to blend into the community as opposed to 

being isolated, and feature amenities that make them more pleasant to live in compared to 
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previous housing projects.  This addresses many complaints about public housing 

projects, but these developments have far fewer units than previous public housing 

complexes, and only some of the units receive subsidies that make them affordable to the 

very low-income (Schwartz, 2006).  Original public housing residents who are displaced 

by this demolition compete for a limited number of Section 8 vouchers.  

Notably, evaluations of child outcomes from housing mobility studies find gender 

differences in adjustment to a new neighborhood. (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2003).  

Katz and colleagues (2001) found a reduction in behavior problems among boys who 

move, but not among girls, and speculated that this was due to a higher rate of problems 

among boys pre-move and to a decline in girls‘ friendships after their move.  However, 

Kling and colleagues (2005) found that short term reductions in delinquent behavior for 

boys were reversed three to four years after the move, and that brothers and sisters in the 

same family responded differently to the same move.  This indicates that moving 

neighborhoods and the loss of social networks can have negative and gendered effects 

even on children, and more research is needed to understand why.     

In 1996, President Clinton signed a housing policy that is referred to as the ―one 

strike and you‘re out‖ law.  This policy dictates that if certain criminal activities, mostly 

drug-related offenses and violent crimes, occur on the premises of publicly funded 

housing, the tenant of that premises loses their housing assistance for life.  This is the 

case regardless of the relationship between the person committing the crime and the 

tenant.  The fact that the tenant is responsible for the behavior of non-tenants and 
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uninvited persons on their property was challenged and upheld as unconstitutional, but 

was then struck down by the Supreme Court.  Menard (2001) pointed to the negative 

consequences of this policy for women subjected to domestic violence, who may lose 

their housing if their partner commits a violent act against them on the premises.   

Despite the proliferation of feminist sociological critiques of housing and policy 

analyses that took gender and race into account in the 1980s, by the mid 1990s 

scholarship in this area dropped off significantly.  Important work emerged that examined 

the relationship between race and housing, but this work paid little attention to gender 

(Massey & Denton, 1993; Meyers & Chan, 1995; Turner & Skidmore, 1999; Wyly & 

Hammel, 2004).  

Exceptions include research on the topic of public housing and domestic violence, 

which finds that the lack of affordable housing in many communities makes it difficult 

for women to leave abusive relationships and live on their own (Correia, 1999; Hammeal-

Urban, 1999; Menard, 2001), and new work on sexual harassment in rental housing 

(Reed, Collinsworth, & Fitzgerald, 2005; Tester, 2008).  Nonetheless, few studies 

examine the practical and theoretical implications of housing mobility for women.  While 

feminists critiqued suburban housing, public housing has not been subjected to the same 

scrutiny and analysis.  Perhaps this is due to the fact that many second wave feminist 

academics were white and from middle and upper class backgrounds, and were therefore 

more familiar with the problems of the suburbs than the problems of urban women and 

housing.  
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Current housing and neighborhood research in sociology focuses on the concept 

of ―neighborhood effects‖ (Jencks & Mayer, 1990).  This body of work emerged in the 

late 1980s and continues to grow.  These studies most often utilize statistical models to 

test the independent effects of various neighborhood characteristics such as income levels 

and prevalence of various family structures on social phenomena such as crime and 

educational attainment.  An example of this approach is the research discussed above 

about the effects of housing vouchers on children.  Though these studies contribute to the 

understanding of how neighborhoods impact families and behaviors, and often consider 

gender and race as variables, they do not take gender or race into account as an 

organizing principle of housing and neighborhoods.  This approach fails to capture the 

intersectional and interactional nature of oppressions and inequalities that are not simply 

additive.   

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I have argued that ―housing‖ is not just about the dwelling 

someone lives in; it is also about neighborhoods, public transportation access, job 

markets, and social networks.  All of these significantly affect an individual‘s economic 

status and overall well-being.  History clearly shows that racism and sexism played a 

major role in the development of housing-related policies and practices.  Housing 

designs, urban planning, and public policies reflect and perpetuate gender and racial 

inequality, and it is the responsibility of sociologists to continue to elucidate how and 
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why this occurs.  The housing problems that occurred after Hurricane Katrina developed 

in the shadow of this history.   

Academics and journalists have documented the inadequate immediate and 

longer-term housing policy responses to Hurricane Katrina (Giroux, 2006; Nickel & 

Eikenberry. 2007).  Survivors faced confusing and rapidly changing policies that left 

them unsure how long they had rental assistance and what to do once it ended.  In some 

cities, such as Austin, the majority of survivors were black women who were housed in 

remote areas with little access to bus routes, grocery stores, and social service agencies 

(Angel et al., 2007).  As I will demonstrate in upcoming chapters, the dynamic and non-

traditional nature of many survivors‘ households prior to Katrina made FEMA‘s policies 

inadequate to address their needs (Laska et al., 2008). Though FEMA is not responsible 

for everyday housing, their central involvement in post-disaster housing warrants a close 

investigation into how the agency may reproduce social inequalities in their housing 

programs.  This is especially important as they serve people who are in a vulnerable 

position and are likely to be from a group that faced a high degree of social vulnerability 

before the disaster.  Because of this, understanding the housing experiences of survivors 

after a disaster, both in relation to and independent of FEMA, is important to 

understanding the totality of the relationship between social inequalities and housing.  In 

line with my three central research questions, discussed in chapter one, important areas of 

inquiry for the analysis of the Katrina disaster and housing emerge from the history and 

research outlined above. 
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Housing policy in the late 1800s – 1934 shows that is possible, albeit difficult, to 

restructure living and housing arrangements.  Hayden‘s (1984) description of the debates 

over how to organize urban living illustrates that social institutions such as housing are 

created through an interactive and historical process, and thus it is possible to work 

towards more equitable housing policies and practices.  It is possible to resist and 

ameliorate problems associated with housing.  Settlement house workers such as Jane 

Addams and other housing reformers are examples of this kind of resistance, as are CAP 

members.  Many innovative and effective ideas about how to restructure housing or 

address housing concerns have been suggested by feminist academics, women social 

workers, and women housing residents themselves.  Therfore, it is crucial when studying 

Katrina to take into account the lived experiences of those affected.   Their knowledge 

and experience can contribute to making better policies and communities.  Some feminist 

researchers have begun investigating aspects of this issue (Luft 2008), and my 

dissertation continues to shed further light on the complex relationship between gender, 

race, assistance, and housing.   

The second era reviewed in this chapter, 1934 – 1974, serves as a reminder that 

overt gendered and racialized assumptions have very recently been a part of housing in 

the US.  Man-in-the-house regulations and inquiries about women‘s contraceptive use are 

just two examples of this.  This suggests that it is crucial to understand how gendered 

assumptions continue to shape housing and housing policies in the US, though they may 

now be more complex and covert.  Understanding how specific housing policies enacted 



83 

 

after Katrina may have been inadequate to address the needs of diverse populations and 

household types can help inform better policies.   

Finally, the third era, 1974 – present, presents the challenge of exploring how the 

dissolution of housing projects and the switch to vouchers impacts public housing 

assistance recipients.  Evidence from experiments shows increased racial integration but 

also increased racism directed towards black families that relocate to white 

neighborhoods.  The case of Katrina survivors relocating to areas with different racial 

demographics provides the opportunity to explore this issue of relocation, race, and 

gender.  Katrina survivors with children faced unique challenges in the face of 

displacement and resettlement in new neighborhoods and communities (Fothergill & 

Peek, 2006; Peek & Fothergill, 2008).    

 Many contemporary housing policies and practices have not been subjected to 

critical scrutiny by feminists and gender scholars.  As this history demonstrates, gender 

cannot be explored in isolation from race and class.  Hurricane Katrina is an extreme case 

that reveals the mismatch between housing policies and assistance offered and the needs 

of those displaced.  Understanding the history of housing policy and research is essential 

for framing the problem of housing after Katrina.  In the next chapter, I analyze 

respondent‘s experiences attempting to secure FEMA rental assistance to understand the 

assumptions embedded in these policies and practices. 
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Chapter Three: ―I feel like I‘m left out, lost, and forgotten.‖: FEMA Housing Policies 

 

 Hurricane Katrina survivors faced many challenges upon arriving in Austin.  One 

of their most immediate needs was housing.  Many survivors had trouble securing rental 

assistance though programs operated by the federal government through the Federal 

Emergency Management Agency (FEMA).  As I argued in the previous chapter, the 

relationship between governmental assistance programs and poor people, poor black 

women in particular, is historically fraught, especially in the realm of housing.  Post-

Katrina housing policies operated within this framework.  In this chapter, I examine the 

gendered, raced, and classed assumptions about family embedded in FEMA‘s housing 

assistance policies and practices, and how these assumptions impacted both those who 

did not match them and those who did. 

Many scholars have characterized the initial response to Katrina as consistent 

with neoliberal welfare ideology (Berube & Katz, 2005; Giroux, 2006; Nickel & 

Eikenberry, 2007; Peck, 2006).  The case of housing assistance programs after Katrina 

provides a unique opportunity to examine the government‘s allocation of assistance in 

this neoliberal context.  This context dictates that only those who are truly ―deserving‖ 

should be allocated assistance.   

Researchers have identified specific criteria most Americans and policy makers 

use in assessing who is deserving of governmental assistance.  The most common criteria 

that people use to determine whether someone is deserving is an evaluation of the reason 
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that person needs assistance (Van Oorschot, 2000; Will, 1993).  Individuals who are seen 

as needing help due to ―external‖ reasons, such as unforeseen injuries from an accident 

that prevent them from working, as opposed to ―personal‖ reasons, such not trying hard 

to find work, are thought of as more deserving of assistance by the general public 

(Gilens, 2000; Will, 1993).  In accordance with this, natural disaster victims are generally 

among the groups considered most deserving of assistance because they are perceived as 

needy through no personal fault or flaw of their own (Fothergill, 2003).  

Public perceptions of who needs and deserves public assistance are shaped by 

gendered and racialized stereotypes.  Controlling images (Collins, 2000) and public 

discourse about poor black women portray them them as ―welfare queens‖ who scam the 

welfare system.  The long-standing cultural characterization of black welfare recipients as 

liars, reinforced by Ronald Reagan and many other politicians, has led to a widespread 

belief in the US that all recipients are abusing public assistance programs (Collins, 2000).   

This characterization associates the use of public assistance primarily with black 

women, despite the fact that this group makes up about one-third of welfare recipients.  

While a disproportionate percentage of black women are on welfare compared to their 

overall population, welfare is not a program that primary serves a black population.  

However, media coverage of poverty and welfare has shifted over time from a focus on 

rural white poverty to a focus on urban black poverty.  Though this shift may be 

attributed to sympathetic news editors who wanted to bring attention to the growing and 

largely ignored problem of black poverty, it has had the effect of increasing anti-welfare 
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sentiment among those who hold negative stereotypes about black people (Gilens, 2000).  

In the process, women of color have become the primary targets of neoliberal policy 

shifts in the US.  Accordingly, welfare recipients, and in particular black welfare 

recipients, are considered to be among the most undeserving of assistance, as measured 

by public opinion polls (Gliens, 2000).   

Similarly, while an estimated 44 percent of displaced Katrina survivors were 

black, and 40 percent were working class or impoverished (Gabe, Falk, & McCarty 

2005), media coverage depicted survivors as almost exclusively poor and black.  Further, 

Sommers and colleagues (2006) found that a disproportionate number of news stories 

associated black storm survivors with crime and violence as compared to stories about 

white survivors.  This association may have real implications for the development of and 

public support for assistance programs.  In an experiment, Johnson and colleagues (2009) 

found that whites who were primed with ―black criminal‖ stereotypes of Katrina survivor 

through exposure to pictures of black people ―looting‖ after Katrina demonstrated 

reduced support for policy programs that would assist black survivors in need.  Once 

again, it was important that the media highlighted how the disaster disproportionately 

affected populations that already faced social marginalization and the desperation 

members of this group faced.  However the association of black survivors with negative 

racialized stereotypes coupled with continuing racist sentiments towards blacks in the US 

served to paint a complex picture of Katrina survivors as both sympathetic disaster 

victims and as stereotypical ―undeserving‖ poor blacks.  
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Therefore, Katrina survivors as a whole, especially the almost half of whom were 

poor and black, faced a tension between competing culturally imposed ideas about 

―deserving-ness.‖  Policy makers had to address this tension in so far as they were 

charged with designing and implementing housing policies and practices that were 

limited and ensured against fraud and misuse (consistent with neoliberal ideology) but 

were also generous and rapid for assisting ―deserving‖ disaster victims.  Survivors‘ 

experiences with trying to secure FEMA housing assistance programs provide insight 

into in how neoliberal ideology played out in a rental assistance program designed for 

people who were caught between two competing cultural constructs of deserving-ness: 

disaster victim and welfare cheat.   

Though FEMA implemented the same policies and practices for everyone who 

applied for assistance, they had disparate impacts on different groups.  Some policies 

made it more difficult for economically disadvantaged people to receive assistance.  This 

is because FEMA assumed ―middle class‖ family structures and economic resources, 

using this as a marker of deservingness.  In this chapter, I argue that FEMA‘s housing 

assistance policies and practices negatively impacted those who did not fit into FEMA‘s 

model of the ideal assistance recipient.   

In chapter one, I described the confusing nature of FEMA‘s post-Katrina rental 

assistance programs.  One of the most confusing parts for study respondents was the shift 

from the Section 403 program to the Section 408 program.  In the 403 program, FEMA 

paid rent on behalf of assistance recipients directly to landlords.  In the 408 program, 
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which many respondents did not know they were eligible for and were not notified that 

they needed to apply for, FEMA sent checks directly to recipients, who were to use it to 

pay their rent and send rent receipts back to FEMA.     

This shift in assistance programs caused confusion for many study respondents.  

Tiffany, a 21-year-old black woman, described her experience trying to navigate this 

change in policy by calling FEMA: 

Tiffany: Everybody tells me something different.  One man told me, ―Well we‘re 

going to send the money directly to you and you go ahead and pay and you send 

your receipt back here.‖  Ok, I‘ll file that, then another one tells me the next day, 

―Well we‘re going to send it straight to the landlord. It‘s not supposed to be in 

your hands.‖ I don‘t care where it goes as long as it goes to the rent.  So, I mean, 

they tell you this, they tell you that, they transfer me to this department, and I just 

got so I just don‘t even call FEMA no more. 

Interviewer: So how long would you spend on the phone? 

Tiffany: It takes ten minutes before they pick it up, and if you get someone who 

actually knows what they‘re doing, that knows exactly what they are doing, thirty 

minutes, but if you get someone who doesn‘t know what they‘re doing, you‘re 

going be on the phone almost an hour, trying to find out what‘s going on, because 

they‘ll have to go to their supervisor, they‘ll have to do this, they‘ll have to call 

supervisors in so, I mean I got to where I don‘t even call FEMA because they 

always give me a headache. Always. 
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Tiffany‘s experience illustrates the impact of such a confusing policy.  She 

explained that the confusion surrounding the policies made it so she stopped calling, 

effectively diverting her from applying for or receiving additional assistance.  Her 

discussion of how much time she had to spend waiting for word from FEMA was also a 

common experience among study participant, which I will discuss in more detail later in 

the chapter. 

In another case of housing policy confusion, Clifford, a 47 year-old black man, 

explained that he came home to find an eviction notice on his apartment door and did not 

know why.  He said that was not aware that his case had been closed, and knew that other 

people in his apartment complex were still receiving assistance.  He told me he had not 

received notice that the rental assistance policy had changed.  Another interviewer and I 

went to his apartment twice that week to try to help him file an emergency appeal and 

enroll in the 408 program, but it was clear this was too much for him to handle.  He was 

sick but had not been able to see a doctor due to a lack of health insurance and 

transportation, and may have been struggling with a substance abuse problem.  We called 

local social service agencies on his behalf, and they said if he called or came in they 

would try to help him.  He told us several times that he would call the next day, but he 

never did.  It appeared that he had just given up.  The last time we saw Clifford he had 

been evicted and was living with the daughter of a friend.   

In Clifford‘s case, several factors contributed to his eviction, but one factor was 

certainly that the policy changed and FEMA either ended his case without telling him or 
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required additional applications or documentation that he was either not asked for or did 

not know how to supply.  It is likely this was the case for other survivors as well.  Those 

who were exhausted, depressed, or had mental health problems as a result of 

experiencing the disaster were prone to become discouraged and give up in the face of 

confusing information and uncertainty about how to apply. 

THE ―SHARED HOUSEHOLD‖ RULES 

A major barrier survivors faced in enrolling in FEMA-run rental assistance 

programs was their policy about who could apply for such assistance.  FEMA employed 

what they called a ―shared household rule,‖ which meant that only one ―head of 

household‖ from each pre-Katrina address could apply for and receive rental assistance.  

This policy did not take into account the nature of the relationships among people who 

lived in the same house, the permanence of any person at an address, or whether the 

people from the household ended up evacuating at the same time or to the same city.   

This shared household policy might have been appropriate if those who needed 

assistance had all been living in single-family housing arrangements, and each family had 

a clear head of the household.  However, this model of family is not common among 

many groups in the US, and is especially uncommon among impoverished populations 

and people of color.  While some families fit neatly into the implicit definition of family 

and household embedded in this policy, the majority of study participants did not.  This 

lack of fit with policy expectations had negative consequences for survivors‘ material and 

emotional well-being of survivors.   
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Alisha and Samantha‘s experience provides an example of the problems this 

policy caused.  Alisha, a 23-year-old black woman, described living in a two-bedroom 

apartment in New Orleans prior to Katrina with her mother Samantha, Samantha‘s 

boyfriend, her six younger sisters, and her own two children.  She said that she had been 

on a long waiting list for project housing or a Section 8 voucher, and that was why she 

lived in a crowded apartment with her mom.  She reported that other people also stayed 

there overnight when they did not have anywhere else to stay.  Alisha explained: ―You 

walked in the living room, you walk over somebody at night, but in the daytime you 

would never know that somebody stay there….Only at night, everybody come in, they 

get to sleep, they wake up at a certain time, clean [their] area, and they go.‖  When asked 

if there were ―a lot of people staying there,‖ Alisha replied ―uh-huh.‖  She explained that 

this was not an ideal living situation, describing it as ―overwhelming.‖  She said that she 

did not enjoy living with her mother, who she described as a drug user, or in a small 

space with so many people. 

This living arrangement caused problems for several people in the household 

when they tried to obtain FEMA rental assistance after their evacuation and relocation to 

Austin.  Samantha explained that both she and her now ex-boyfriend applied for separate 

rental assistance using her New Orleans address.  She reported that they had several 

disagreements as they tried to deal with Child Protective Services removing their children 

from their custody, and he moved into a separate apartment.  This caused problems for 

her when she tried to get rental assistance.  She explained:  
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Samantha: So when they denied me of my rental assistance, they said because 

somebody else in my household had, um, (pause). 

Megan: Oh, had applied? 

Samantha: That was my baby daddy….but you know, I was [the] name on the 

lease. 

Megan: Oh, I see.  So now he’s getting the FEMA assistance for that household? 

Samantha: No, they don‘t want to give it to him either. 

She went on to explain that her case manager from a local social services agency was 

trying to help her figure this out.  It seemed that, because they both applied under the 

same prior address, neither one were able to get rental assistance until FEMA had 

investigated the matter.  This policy assumed that people who lived at the same address 

were all family members who would live together after being displaced, and that family 

relationships were stable. 

Alisha was not able to secure rental assistance either; although she had been 

living at that same address, she wanted to have her own place to live in Austin.  She 

secured rental assistance through a temporary Section 8 voucher, and was informed that 

this voucher would only be good for a limited amount of time.  She was unsure what she 

would do once the program ran out, but reported that she was on the waiting list to get a 

regular Section 8 voucher after sleeping in line overnight to register.   

The city of Austin re-opened the waiting list for housing vouchers upon the 

arrival of many survivors, but only a limited number of spaces were available before the 
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list would close again.  Alisha found out about this and went to wait outside the office the 

night before the list was to open: ―I slept outside, yep.  My ham sandwiches, my 

crossword puzzle, my folding chair, baby, we was sleeping, baby, pillow, blanket and 

all.‖  However, she did not realize that this meant she would be placed at the end of the 

waitlist and felt that she ―slept out there for nothing‖ upon learning she was number 1800 

on the waitlist.  She worried about what would happen if the temporary voucher expired 

before she became eligible for a regular one, and knew she would not get any help from 

FEMA. 

Though three adults from this pre-Katrina household lived separately after Katrina 

and needed rental assistance, FEMA‘s policy prevented all of them from getting it as they 

investigated which one person to approve for assistance.  I will return to this particular 

practice of making applicants wait an indeterminate amount of time to hear about 

decisions on their cases in the next section of this chapter. 

The shared household rule was also a problem for people who lived in more 

traditional roommate arrangements prior to Katrina.  Some who lived with roommates 

did not care to or have time to evacuate with their roommate, and some did not want to 

live together after the storm because they were not close with their roommate or because 

the arrangement was less than ideal.  Bret, a 27-year-old white man, could not get FEMA 

rental assistance because he lived with a roommate in New Orleans.  He had recently 

moved back to New Orleans and enrolled in college after living with his parents for a 

while as he recovered from a camping accident.  When asked if he was getting FEMA 
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rental assistance, he explained: ―Well no, because my roommate, he owns the house that I 

live in.  It‘s actually his house, and they only do it by households... So since I was living 

with someone that already got the two thousand dollars (pause) and then it‘s a shotgun 

house.  His mom on the other side of the apartment, she got two thousand dollars and 

then I‘m stuck out, you know, I don‘t get anything.‖  Bret pointed out that since he lived 

in a household with someone else, though not a family member, he was denied rental 

assistance since this other person owned the property he lived in.  He said that he could 

go back to live with his parents, but that he did not want to do that. 

In the cases of Alisha, Samantha, and Bret, living in less-than-ideal housing 

situations prior to Katrina, in order to save money or because there were few options, 

made it difficult for them to receive any rental assistance upon their displacement.  This 

ensured that they would have to continue to live in inadequate housing arrangements.  

The policy caused hardship for those who faced prior financial disadvantage.   

Some scholars have critiqued FEMA‘s policy of granting rental assistance to only 

one head of each pre-Katrina household (Goldfarb, 2007; Pierre & Stephenson, 2007).  

However, new ―shared housing‖ arrangements upon arrival in a new city were also a 

problem for survivors who sought out FEMA rental assistance, and this issue has not yet 

been examined.  Janice, an 18-year-old black woman, faced complicated post-Katrina 

living arrangements that left her without rental assistance and in a precarious position.  In 

New Orleans, she lived with her mother, but during the hurricane evacuation process, she 

and her uncle evacuated with her boyfriend and his mother.  They all came to Texas 
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together, and then her uncle left to stay with some relatives in South Carolina.   Soon 

after he left, she found out that she was pregnant.  She also began experiencing incidents 

of domestic violence at the hands of her boyfriend.  She explained that she then decided 

to come to Austin to stay with her friend Serena.   

However, according to her close friends Tiffany and Kristin, who were also 

interviewed for the project, Serena was a drug addict and did not act responsibly around 

children.  Janice was aware of this, and described her attempts to get her own place 

before her child was born.  She explained that she tried to get rental assistance through 

FEMA but was denied.  When the interviewer asked Janice if it was ―because [she was] 

part of somebody else‘s household?‖ she replied: ―Yes, that‘s why, because I wasn‘t head 

of household.‖  She said that she was told that she needed a lease or a bill in her name in 

order to prove she lived at her own address to get assistance.  Without her own place, 

pregnant Janice‘s immediate housing options were to live with her abusive boyfriend or 

with her drug-addicted friend.  Her situation provides support for both research that finds 

that disaster may heighten women‘s vulnerability to domestic violence (Enarson & 

Morrow, 1998) and research that suggests that unstable housing arrangements may also 

heighten such vulnerability (Menard, 2001). 

This catch 22 - that one needed financial assistance upfront to rent most apartment 

units, but that one needed an apartment to obtain rental assistance - was not lost on Janice 

or other respondents.  Susan, a 48-year-old black woman who was forced to move in with 

her adult daughter who transferred her Section 8 housing voucher to Austin, explained: ―I 
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don‘t qualify [for FEMA rental assistance] because I don‘t have a house to present to 

them rent receipts or, you know, the signing of the lease.‖  When I asked her if I was 

correct in understanding that she could not get rental assistance because she did not have 

somewhere to rent because she could not afford to put down a deposit or the first month‘s 

rent, she gave me a resigned look of incredulity, chuckled, and responded: ―right.‖  This 

practice hurt people who were most in need of help and had to double up upon their 

arrival.  They became stuck in unsatisfactory housing arrangements that made it difficult 

for them to begin the recovery process.  Doubling up, a strategy that many survivors used 

when faced with problems in obtaining rental assistance, caused significant problems for 

some.  I return to the consequences of this strategy in chapter five. 

FEMA‘s policies were imbued with the assumption that aid applicants had 

enough savings or private financial support to put down a deposit and a month‘s rent 

before they could receive assistance.  While some landlords were understanding of 

FEMA‘s policy and allowed survivors to sign leases without putting any of their own 

money down, evidently many were not.  Over time, as it became apparent that assistance 

could end at any time with short notice, landlords were more reluctant to rent to people 

under this assistance program.  Study respondents experienced this, as those who did not 

find rental units that accepted FEMA rental assistance within the first weeks after the 

storm reported continued and growing trouble finding landlords that would accept this 

type of payment. 
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 FEMA‘s shared household policies were not well-suited to the needs of many 

Katrina survivors.  As evident in the stories above, people who did not live in neat 

nuclear family arrangements before or after the storm faced problems obtaining housing 

assistance.  This brings up concerns, similar to those raised by feminists in the 1970s, 

about the masculinist assumptions built into housing policies.  Though this policy was not 

explicitly gendered, the assumptions that there was one ―head of household‖ per house 

and that all families and households had stable membership are outdated and based on a 

patriarchal nuclear family model.  As black households are especially unlikely to be 

comprised of a traditional nuclear family, this policy had especially negative 

consequences for black survivors.   

FEMA addressed the shared household rule amidst mounting complaints about it.  

In a press release, they explained that ―some‖ extended families ―may‖ be eligible for 

separate assistance, and should contact FEMA to try to unlink their case from the cases of 

other people who applied using the same pre- or post-Katrina address (FEMA, 2005).  

This information was vague and not sent to applicants.  In order to find this out, 

applicants would have had to go to FEMA‘s website or obtain a printed version of the 

press release, though it provided little specific information about whether such an appeal 

would do any good.  Though some claim that this meant that FEMA overturned the 

―shared household rule,‖ what it really meant was that it was up to FEMA‘s discretion to 

determine which households should be considered separate for the purpose of receiving 

assistance (Pierre & Stephenson, 2007).   
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WAITING FOR HELP 

 Many study respondents described an opaque and slow moving review process for 

assistance.  As discussed earlier, Samantha had to wait months while FEMA determined 

whether she or her ex-boyfriend could receive assistance, and Tiffany described waiting 

for hours on the phone to get accurate information from FEMA about her case.  While it 

is easy to attribute this wait time to business as usual in a large bureaucracy, this practice 

left those without financial resources who lived in non-traditional household 

arrangements worried and desperate as they waited to hear if they would get rental 

assistance or other reimbursements from FEMA.   

Time is a largely unexamined dimension of social inequality and domination.  

However, some scholars have recognized that time is not just a naturally occurring or 

neutral dimension of life, but a socially constructed medium through which power 

relations are made.  Bourdieu (1984) identified the relatively large amount of ―leisure 

time‖ wealthy people have that allows them to develop tastes, habits, and activities that 

perpetuate class distinctions.  Halberstam (2005) developed the concept of ―queer time‖ 

as an alternate framework for understanding the passage of time over the life course that 

is not based on patriarchal and heterosexual notions of reproduction and family.   

Recent research has examined the manipulation of other people‘s (subordinate 

people‘s) time, and how this excludes those most in need of financial resources from 

obtaining them.  Williams and Connell (2010) found that upscale retail stores prolong the 

interview and hiring process, sometimes for weeks or longer, so that those who are in 
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immediate need of work and a paycheck are eliminated from the labor pool.  Auyero 

(2010) investigated how waiting operated in a welfare office in Buenos Aires.   He 

observed that ―prolonged, arbitrary, and uncertain waiting manufacture, without 

anybody‘s explicit intention, the routine (though always partial) compliance of the 

dispossessed‖ (p. 852).  Katrina survivors had similar experiences as they waited weeks 

or months under great duress to find out if they would be able to pay their rent.      

I argue that the power to make someone wait for the distribution of resources 

valuable to that person, or temporal domination, is an undertheorized but extremely 

important component of social inequality.  Neoliberal state practices that emphasize 

bureaucratic processing and careful monitoring for fraud normalize the temporal control 

of people who need assistance, and send the message that they must be ―patient‖ if they 

want to even have the chance to receive help (Auyero, 2009; 2010).  Sociologists find 

little resistance to this phenomenon, perhaps because those in need of assistance do not 

want to hurt their chance of getting help, or perhaps because these processes are tiring 

and stressful for an already exhausted population (Auyero, 2009; Edin & Lein, 1997).  

However, waiting has a detrimental impact on both the psychological and material well-

being of those who need assistance.   

Poor Katrina survivors‘ experiences illustrate both the experience and the impact 

of temporal domination.  Waiting for decisions from FEMA regarding opening, 

continuing, or appealing a case was nearly universal among respondents.  Jane, a 56-year-

old black woman who was temporarily living in donated housing in an old hotel that was 
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no longer in use, waited to hear from FEMA about her rental assistance application.  The 

building she lived in also housed a temporary branch of a local social service 

organization.  This organization helped her find an apartment she could move into, but 

she had not yet heard whether she would be getting rental assistance from FEMA or any 

funds to furnish it.  Throughout the interview she repeated that there was no furniture in 

the new apartment so she could not live in it, and explained that she did not know how 

long they would hold it for her because she could not afford rent or furniture if FEMA 

did not come through.  She described waiting to hear from FEMA and the frustration she 

and her neighbors experienced knowing that the free hotel housing would be ending 

soon: 

Jane: We ain‘t got nothing from no FEMA…We hadn‘t heard nothing.  Me, I 

ain‘t got but five dollars in my pocket. [My daughter] has about five.  We haven‘t 

heard from no FEMA or nothing like that. 

Interviewer: Are you all working with folks upstairs in the office to try (to contact 

them)? 

Jane: We go there. They said that it is all in the computer some how. A lot of 

people haven‘t got theirs. They are looking for it everyday, everyday. Everyday 

you don‘t get no mail. I don‘t know how long they will put up with this. We ain‘t 

got nothing. 

Her claim that she did not know how long she and her neighbors would put up with 

waiting indicated that this has almost driven them to a breaking point.  Jane was very 
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concerned and said that it was hard for her to relax or get settled without any financial 

assistance.  However, she did not articulate what would happen when she and her 

neighbors got to the point that they could not put up with waiting. 

Jane‘s mother Alfreda described the uncertain process of waiting to hear about 

their case: ―They‘re not helping us. You know, we ask, so we call FEMA. ‗Call back in 

seven days, call back in fourteen days, call back in fifteen days, still pending.‘ What is 

there to be pending about? There are just two people in the household.‖  Alfreda was 

exasperated by the fact that what seems to be an easy and straightforward application for 

assistance has been held up for months, with no explanation from FEMA.   

Denise, a 42-year-old black woman, was also upset with her long wait to hear 

back from FEMA.  She explained that she filed for rental assistance several months prior: 

―I sent a letter saying that I was head of household, I sent a letter verifying from [my 

landlord] who I was renting under, that I was legally binded on the lease, me and my son, 

and I sent paperwork to them.‖  However, FEMA told her that someone else had already 

applied using her former address and that they would have to investigate the matter.  She 

explained:  

So, now I‘m waiting. I‘m told by my lawyer that I had ten days after the phone 

call, so my ten days will be up Friday. Come Friday, if I don‘t receive an accurate, 

not only decision but a check from FEMA, then I‘m going to need somebody. I‘m 

going to contact whoever it is that I have to and I‘m going to make a television 
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approach. I‘m going to go out there and I‘m going to let the world know that I feel 

like I‘m left out, lost, and forgotten.   

Denise utilized a legal aid lawyer that social service agencies referred survivors to in 

order to obtain her FEMA assistance.  Even with the help of a lawyer, she experienced 

significant wait time and felt helpless. 

When asked about the status of his rental assistance a year and a half after the 

storm, a disabled 66-year-old Vietnamese respondent replied: ―we still don‘t know about 

that yet.  We had to pay three months‘ rent and get the three (months‘) rent receipts back 

to FEMA, and FEMA said they will send the money for another three months, but 

nobody received the money.‖  He thought that he followed the rules and submitted the 

correct paperwork, but either he did not do something right or FEMA was not giving him 

up to date information.  This man spoke very limited English and I did not speak any 

Vietnamese, so I interviewed him through a translator, a friend who was also a hurricane 

survivor.  This was one of the more emotional interviews I conducted, as this man and his 

friend were very upset and worried that they were about to be homeless in a strange city 

where few people spoke their primary language.  The last time we spoke, he was unable 

to figure out why he continued to be denied assistance and he was waiting for an 

explanation. 

People who obtained FEMA housing assistance or personal property settlements 

but felt that that they were significantly less than what they were entitled to also faced 

long waits for communication from FEMA about their appeals.  Xia, a 33-year-old black 
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woman, told us that the $5000 settlement she got from FEMA was not nearly enough for 

herself, her husband and her five children.  After numerous phone calls to FEMA, she 

eventually learned that they did not have her children‘s correct social security numbers, 

so they were not considered in the settlement.  She told us that she and her husband ―set 

up an appeal, and we‘ve been waiting for this appeal since November of last year.  So 

we‘ve been waiting four months.‖  One FEMA worker she spoke with told her that ―they 

have seventy-something-thousand people waiting for an appeal, and she was like ‗the 

people that have been getting the money that wasn‘t supposed to is making it hard for us 

because they found a lot of fraud.‖  Xia‘s story suggests that making people wait was 

intentional on the part of FEMA to ensure that only eligible people received assistance, 

even if the majority of applicants were eligible and in immediate need of aid.  It also 

demonstrates how survivors, though they were unhappy about it, consented to the waiting 

process. 

FEMA‘S IDEAL APPLICANT 

Though most study respondents reported that they had to wait an unacceptable 

amount of time to hear from FEMA, a few reported good experiences with and opinions 

of the organization and its housing programs.  A pattern is evident among these six 

respondents.  All but one of them were middle class and thus had other economic 

resources to draw on as they dealt with their displacement.  All six either fit into the 

nuclear family model or sought individual assistance and did not have conflicts with 

other people also applying for aid using their address.  For them, a lack of immediate 
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assistance would not result in homelessness, though ironically they were granted 

assistance more easily. 

Bill, a white man, lived with his wife and two teenage children in New Orleans, 

where he worked as a professor.  He mentioned the ―mess‖ he encountered dealing with 

numerous organizations and companies, including FEMA.  The interviewer asked him if 

he could elaborate on these problems.  He paused and then replied:  

Actually FEMA was great…they were really easy to work with.  Now, we didn‘t 

have to have a FEMA trailer and we didn‘t have to have a lot of things that other 

people have had to have.  You know, the bad stories, we just we weren‘t operating 

in that end of it, so I don‘t know.  But, for us the federal government was 

wonderful.  Actually, I think FEMA was online. FEMA had something we filled 

out online and it was, like I said, it was really easy, but again our needs are less 

than most people. 

Bill displayed an awareness that his positive experience with FEMA was because he did 

not need much assistance.  He also identified the straightforwardness with which he was 

able to apply online, which seemed to make this process easier.  However, this caused 

confusion and problems for other respondents who did not have much or any experience 

using a computer, such as Jane.  As discussed above, she mentioned that the people who 

were helping her told her that her application was ―in the computer somewhere,‖ and this 

did not seem to be comforting to her. 
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Similarly, Mary, a single, childfree, 42-year-old white woman who worked as an 

office manager prior to Katrina, reported applying online for FEMA assistance.  When 

asked about this experience, she responded: 

It was very easy. Like they made it very, very easy, which is probably why they 

got ripped off. And I know it‘s why the Red Cross got ripped off. They didn‘t 

have anybody in a position of power thinking how do we, how do we think like a 

thief, and safeguard our coffers, so that thieves don‘t get in them. They‘re just like 

―take it.‖ You know. So, FEMA responded very quickly and applying online was 

very easy, and I of course sent the link to everyone I knew. 

Mary had a different view than most other respondents of how easy it was to access 

FEMA‘s assistance program.  In her opinion, it was so easy that she hypothesizes that 

they got ripped off.  She did not think that the government did enough to prevent 

undeserving people from receiving assistance.  For Mary, someone who did not need 

immediate rental assistance and was able to apply online, the process was 

straightforward.  In stark contrast , most impoverished black respondents reported an 

arduous and confusing application process and the inability to receive assistance they 

were entitled to under the provisions of the policy. 

Louise, a childfree 30-year-old white woman who evacuated with her long-term 

boyfriend, also articulated her view of FEMA and other assistance programs from a very 

different social position than most poor respondents.  She described the help she received 

as ―awesome,‖ and remarked: ―Thank God for FEMA and the Red Cross and the State of 
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Texas.‖  She went on to explain that without FEMA assistance she would have had to 

depend on other members of her family, which she preferred not to do: 

Seriously, because without FEMA money I don‘t think we could‘ve rebuilt here 

as well as we did, unless like I had asked my family for money.  So, FEMA really 

helped there….I mean, without that assistance we would not have been on the 

street and starving, because no one who‘s related to us by blood would let that 

happen.  But it meant that we didn‘t have to, you know, go to them for that. 

Louise could have turned to family members if assistance from the government or other 

organizations did not work out.  This likely contributed to her positive opinion of FEMA.  

For her, it was a bonus to have government assistance so that she did not have to turn to 

her family, but by her own account she would have likely been fine without it or if she 

had to wait to receive it. 

CONCLUSION 

Respondents‘ experiences clearly illustrate two aspects of FEMA housing 

assistance programs.  One is that people who applied for FEMA assistance but did not fit 

into FEMA‘s model of the ideal applicant, based on a middle class model of family and 

household, had to wait an unacceptably long time to hear about their cases.  Most 

respondents indicated that the rental assistance program was not designed with 

expediency in mind, but rather with concern about verifying documentation.  Moreover, 

two people from the same (pre- or post-) Katrina household could not receive aid (despite 

where they were currently living and regardless of whether both people needed it).  The 
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amount of processing time these individuals faced with regard to their cases was 

especially stressful because of their uncertain financial and residential situations.  Many 

were in desperate need of assistance and essentially homeless.   

Secondly, few applicants were given a date by which they could expect a decision 

on their application.  FEMA could have made the timeline clear to survivors so that they 

did not face the anxious uncertainty of never knowing if and when they would eventually 

hear.  This would have alleviated some of the power imbalance between FEMA and 

survivors, and allowed survivors to hold FEMA accountable if they did not meet their 

deadline.  The lack of a deadline made it difficult for survivors to make even short term 

housing plans since they could not be sure of what they could afford and when they could 

afford it.  Many respondents reported that their lives were literally on hold while they 

waited to hear if they would receive any assistance.  This is one important consequence 

of temporal domination.  Making someone wait delays their access to resources and takes 

time away from something else.  Though respondents were unhappy waiting, they 

continued to do so. 

Respondents with pending cases told us that FEMA representatives instructed 

them to ―call back‖ in a certain amount of time to check on the case.  Several people 

explained that they only found out that their cases were either approved or denied by 

calling, and wondered if they would have ever heard if they did not call.  The onus was 

on applicants to be vigilant and proactive in communicating with FEMA.  Respondents 
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indicated that this indefinite waiting period with no clear end in sight left them frustrated, 

hopeless, and on the verge of giving up.   

Like other forms of domination, temporal domination has both and psychological 

and structural consequences.  On the psychological level, survivors who were subjected 

to waiting for assistance became stressed, worried, and unable to feel stable or make 

longer term plans.  Structurally, this form of domination specifically affected those 

people with the least amount of resource-time – the amount of time before the resources 

needed for meeting basic necessities will be depleted.  People with personal savings or 

family members who could share resources had more resource-time, and thus being made 

to wait did not have the same dire consequences or cause the same immediate fears.  In 

addition, for the small number of respondents with more resource-time, the wait time was 

actually much shorter than for others because the application process and disbursement 

procedures fit well with their family structures and relied on resources readily available 

to them, like internet access  In this way, the process was structured on the assumption of 

a middle class family, and poor people were most severely and negatively impacted by 

this bureaucratic process.  Because racial and ethnic minorities and women are 

overrepresented among the poor, this also disproportionately impacted people from these 

demographic groups. 

 FEMA addressed the competing discourses of deserving-ness surrounding Katrina 

survivors implicitly through implementing policies and practices that excluded those who 

did not fit into their middle class model of deservingness, as coded in familial 
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expectations. Though their policies were applied to everyone equally, they were not 

equitable in their impact.  Some applicants and lawyers recognized the overall 

problematic nature of FEMA‘s assistance programs.  They filed a class action lawsuit 

claiming FEMA‘s many last minute policy changes and eligibility guidelines, including 

the shared household rule and long waiting times, were illegal and excluded people who 

deserved assistance (Pierre & Stephenson, 2007).   

On June 16, 2006, almost ten months after Katrina hit the Gulf Coast, Federal 

Judge Stanwood Duval Jr. ruled on this case.  He agreed that FEMA‘s unclear and 

changing policies were inexcusable.  However, he was unable to find anything 

specifically illegal about their procedures.  He commented on the overarching problem 

with the program: 

It defies reason that [FEMA] would be seemingly more concerned with fraud on 

the individual level than with actually helping those persons whose lives have 

been literally turned upside down through no fault of their own. It is the Court‘s 

determined opinion that the vast majority of Americans, including plaintiffs, do 

not expect the federal government to right all wrongs nor support them 

indefinitely, nor even attempt to make them anywhere near ‗whole‘ after a 

disaster. Clearly such outcomes are simply impractical (Hsu, 2006). 

Judge Duval highlighted FEMA‘s obvious concern with fraud prevention and 

cited this as a major reason why the program did not effectively and efficiently help those 

in need.  FEMA was very concerned with meticulously documenting all cases at the 
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expense of ensuring all who were in need of aid received it.  His characterization of 

FEMA‘s behavior clearly articulated an aspect of neoliberal ideology.  He stated that no 

one should or does expect the government to fully assist them in the case of disaster or 

poverty.  However, even within this neoliberal framework, he was outraged by the 

amount of effort that went into fraud prevention as opposed to providing quick and easily 

accessible assistance.  Duval‘s statement relied on an another important aspect of the 

concept of the deserving poor - that they needed assistance because their lives had been 

ruined ―through no fault of their own‖ – in order to characterize FEMA‘s practices as 

poorly designed.  The implication is that people whose lives had been turned upside 

down through some personal fault would be less deserving of assistance. 

FEMA‘s policies follow in a long line of ―middle-classist‖ policies that employ 

definitions about what constitutes a family or a household.  Middle-classist policies are 

designed with a particular model of person or family that reflects certain characteristics 

such as a nuclear family structure (with one of two heterosexual parents and their 

biological children) and some type of financial savings or resources to draw on. 

In this case, impoverished FEMA applicants were not necessarily singled out for more 

review or discriminated against in the review process, which makes it easy to say this was 

a routine, uniformly applied practice that did not discriminate.  However, the injustice of 

a policy or practice should not be measured only by its intent, but also by its impact (see: 

Crenshaw, 1989; Colker, 1991; Mazur, 2002).  Though the programs were designed to 

operate the same for everyone, they had the effect of disenfranchising and further 
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disadvantaging poor survivors, especially those with ―non-traditional‖ household and 

family structures.   
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Chapter Four: Race and Place after Displacement 

 

 

 Katrina survivors faced policies that were not designed for multi-generation or 

shared-dwelling households.  They dealt with long and uncertain wait times once they 

applied for assistance.  Most (though certainly not all) study respondents eventually 

secured rental assistance for at least a short amount of time.  Others gave up and doubled 

or tripled up with friends or family members.  Either way, displaced survivors‘ problems 

with housing unfortunately did not end with securing rental assistance or a place to stay.  

Survivors ended up in houses and apartments located in relatively remote areas of town, 

far from reliable public transportation, social services, and jobs.  This was especially true 

for black survivors.  Black respondents reported feeling tensions with the local Latino 

population, but not with the white population.  Interestingly, some white respondents 

noted the segregated nature of Austin and the racism directed at black survivors.   

As I outlined in chapter two, residential racial segregation is an important factor 

in the continuing economic inequality between white and racial and ethnic minority 

populations in the US (Massey & Denton, 1993; Rugh & Massey, 2010).  However, 

evidence from the urban renewal period of the 1950s, and from early housing voucher 

experiments in the 1970s and 1980s, shows mixed results with regard to housing mobility 

(moving impoverished populations to more affluent areas) as the solution to black 

poverty (Rosenbaum, 1995; Keels et al., 2005).  This research, combined with recent 

research on residential preferences and incidents of racially motivated harassment, 
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suggests that poor black people are likely to experience increased harassment and threats 

when moving to majority-white areas.  Though there may be more opportunities in 

wealthier and whiter areas, there is still segregation and discrimination, which act as 

barriers to economic success.  Little research exists on black/Latino segregation and 

integration, though these groups reside closer to each other than ever before (Gay, 2006).  

Research on employer racial preferences suggests that black job seekers may face 

difficulties getting hired in areas where they are competing with people of other racial or 

ethnic minority groups, such as Latinos, for jobs (Kirshenman & Neckerman, 1991; Moss 

& Tilly, 2001).   

This prior research taken together suggests that black people may face a multitude 

of challenges when they live in segregated neighborhoods.  In this chapter, I examine 

where survivors lived post-Katrina and how this impacted their experiences in Austin and 

their ability to re-establish themselves after the disaster.  In this analysis, I pay special 

attention to respondents‘ discussions of race in the context of their move to a city with 

larger white and Latino populations and a much smaller black population than New 

Orleans.  

KATRINA SURVIVORS, RACE, AND HOUSING LOCATIONS 

Austin, as compared to pre-Katrina New Orleans, has a significantly different 

racial history and demographic make-up.  New Orleans was a majority black city, which 

Levalle and Feagin (2006) explain was the result of powerful white slaveholders in the 

1700s working to make the Gulf Coast a region that hosted profitable plantations, 
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including sugar plantations.  The sugar boom in the 1700s and 1800s ―turned New 

Orleans into the principal slave market for North America‖ (Lavelle & Faegin, 2006, 

paragraph 6), and high amounts of unpaid black labor modernized New Orleans, bringing 

the city to prominence.   

This economic success drew many whites to the city.  Leading up to the Civil 

War, a rigid caste system was enforced by whites that dictated that free blacks, who were 

mostly light skinned, were not to associate with darker skinned enslaved blacks.  ―Free‖ 

blacks were also segregated from the white population through being forced to use 

separate schools, bathrooms, and hospitals and being denied the right to vote or leave 

town without permission (Lavelle & Feagin, 2006).  White supremacists played a large 

role in maintaining the subordination of blacks in New Orleans through the Jim Crow era.    

In the post-Civil Rights era, white flight from the city and to surrounding suburbs 

occurred, as was the case in many US cities, and the city again became majority black.  

Despite its racist history and the city‘s large black population, New Orleans has 

historically been one of the least geographically segregated cities in the US (Lewis, 

2003).  This is in stark contrast with the racial history and geography of Austin.   

Austin‘s history is somewhat different, although not less problematic, than New 

Orleans‘s with regard to black disenfranchisement.  Texas was claimed by French, Spain, 

and then Mexico before it was established as an independent republic.  Under Mexican 

and then Spanish rule, slavery was not legal, and thus the few blacks who lived in Austin 

were free until the founding of the independent Republic of Texas in 1839 (Austin 
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American Statesman, 2006).  Upon this founding, the state experienced an influx of 

slaveholding settlers and their slaves.  Shortly thereafter, in 1845, Texas joined the US.  

After this time, like blacks in New Orleans, the majority of blacks in Austin were slaves, 

working primarily in agriculture and construction (Fraser & Bacon, n.d). Blacks made up 

20 – 30% of the Austin population during this time period.  Unpaid black slave workers 

completed much of the initial construction of the city, including the capitol building 

(Fraser & Bacon, n.d).  Blacks in Austin faced institutionalized segregation, similar to 

that in New Orleans, in the form of black codes (which dictated when and where blacks 

could work), poll taxes, and segregated schools.  White supremacy groups were very 

active in Texas, and the lynching of blacks for alleged crimes against whites was 

common throughout the state through the early 1900s (Barr, 1996).   

One primary aspect of Austin‘s racial history that was unique from New Orleans‘ 

history was the formal establishment in the city plan of a ―Negro district‖ in East Austin 

in 1928, and the construction of a street that was designed to divide white and black areas 

of town (Gatchet, 2008).  The dividing street later became a major highway, Interstate 35.  

Thus the city of Austin formally institutionalized the residential racial segregation of 

blacks and whites.  Though gentrification has lead to some whites moving to the ―east 

side,‖ the white and black populations in Austin remain largely segregated.   

Practices such as poll taxes, whites-only primaries, and segregated schools also 

disenfranchised Mexican Americans and Mexican immigrants, even though individuals 

of Mexican origin and heritage had been in Texas longer that white European settlers.  
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When Texas was annexed by the US, Mexican-origin people living in the state lost rights 

and political power.  This set the stage for the continued racist treatment of people from 

this group.  Mexican-origin people faced racially motivated violence and lynching in 

southern states, including Texas (Carrigan & Webb, 2003).   

The population of Mexican-origin in Texas people grew significantly in the early 

1900s, with many coming to the state from Mexico to work in cotton fields or engage in 

other migrant farm work.  Political unrest in the context of the Mexican Revolution in the 

1920s also precipitated a large migration of Mexicans to Texas.  Castillo (2010) reports 

that anti-Mexican sentiment was prominent in Austin media politics in the early 1900s.  

He provides a quote from a 1913 newspaper columnist identifying the ―Mexican District‖ 

in southeast Austin near the city dump and referring to Mexican-origin people who lived 

in this neighborhood as ―the worst filth of the dump.‖  Along with the city plan to create 

a ―Negro district‖ in the 1930s, discussed earlier, the city decided to encourage non-

whites to move to this district by only providing city services such as electricity and 

sewage removal to non-whites who lived in east Austin (Walsh, 2007).  This impacted 

Mexican and other Latino origin people as well and had the effect of segregating this 

population along with the black population.   

Maps 1 and 2 demonstrate Austin‘s significant racial and ethnic segregation.  The 

black population is concentrated in east Austin. Latinos are also concentrated in east 

Austin as well as extreme north and south Austin.  Central Austin, including the 

downtown, state Capitol, and University of Texas and surrounding areas, remain 
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predominately white.  Given the importance of race in the history of housing, it is 

important to examine survivors‘ housing experiences in a new racial context.  Present 

day, Austin is 53 percent non-Latino white, 31 percent Latino (23 percent of whom 

identify ethnically as Mexican), 10 percent black, and 5 percent Asian.  Pre-Katrina, New 

Orleans was 67 percent black, 28 percent white, 3 percent Latino, and 2 percent Asian 

(US Census Bureau, 2000; 2009). 

In addition to the racial differences between the cities, New Orleans had a much 

higher poverty rate than Austin, at 28 percent as compared to 12 percent.  Therefore, 

those who moved from New Orleans to Austin after the storm, the majority of whom 

were poor and black, came to a more affluent city with a significantly smaller black 

population and significantly larger white and Latino populations.  

 

Figure 2: Austin Demographics 

 
Source: US Census Bureau, 2009 
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Figure 3: Pre-Katrina New Orleans Demographics 

 
Source: US Census Bureau, 2000 

 

 

Given the history of racially segregated housing in the US and the continued 

segregation in Austin, perhaps it is not surprising that white and black Katrina survivors 

ended up living in different areas of the city.  These different locations meant that 

members of these groups faced different experiences with regard to disaster recovery and 

had different perceptions of race in Austin.  White survivors were concentrated in areas 

that were predominantly white, and black survivors concentrated in predominately black 

and Latino areas.  When Maps 1 and 2, which depict the population concentration of 

black and Latino people in Austin, are compared to Maps 3 and 4, which depict where 

black and white survivors lived, it is apparent that the two groups of survivors were 

concentrated in different areas in accordance with the racial geography of Austin. 
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Map 1: Black Population Concentration in Austin  
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Map 2: Latino Population Concentration in Austin 
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Map 3: Black Hurricane Katrina Survivor Population Concentration in Austin 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Angel et al., 2007 
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Map 4: White Hurricane Katrina Survivor Population Concentration in Austin 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Angel et al., 2007 
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Maps 3 and 4 come from a report created by Angel and colleagues at the Center 

for Social Work Research at the University of Texas at Austin for the City of Austin.  

Researchers generated this report using data collected from 883 hurricane survivor 

households in Austin that received housing assistance between September 2005 and 

March 2006 (Angel et al., 2007).  The population of the present study was relatively 

small and transient, making it difficult to generate such a map from this data.  However, 

study respondents‘ reported experiences are consistent with these maps.  Few white 

respondents discussed having problems because of the location of their housing, whereas 

many black respondents spoke at length about the remote locations of their housing. 

While hypothetically, FEMA rental vouchers issued to Katrina survivors were 

accepted anywhere, accepting them was up to the individual landlords, like Section 8 

vouchers.  Social service agencies helped survivors find places that would accept FEMA 

vouchers.  These agencies also helped people who had their own funds find places to live.  

Respondents dealt with so many agencies and case workers that many did not know 

exactly how they found their housing unit or who helped them find it.   Because of this, it 

is hard to identify one particular reason why black and white survivors ended up in 

different areas of the town.  Research on racial steering suggests that realtors steer people 

towards neighborhoods occupied by people of the same race, and are especially likely to 

steer black people away from living in predominately white neighborhoods (Galster, 

1990; Galster & Godfrey, 2005).  However, it is unclear if this was the primary reason 

survivors ended up in different locations by race. 
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In addition to racial steering as a possible explanation, the segregation of Katrina 

survivors can likely be explained by the intersection of race with class, as black survivors 

tended to be poorer than white survivors.  Austin had an affordable housing crisis, 

including a lack of available units, before the influx of thousands of impoverished 

survivors (Mueller, 2006).  The sheer number of people who needed to find housing 

made it difficult for people to find any housing, especially housing they could afford.  

Most of the apartment complexes that accepted these vouchers and had numerous 

vacancies were located in relatively remote areas of town.  Thus the poorest survivors 

ended up in remote, poor, predominately black and Latino areas.  Most survivors had 

never been to Austin before and did not know that the housing units available to them 

were located far from the central city area.  These locations had a significant impact on 

their attempt to recover from the disaster and begin a new life. 

TRANSPORTATION 

Since the Chicago School of sociology in the 1920s, researchers have found that 

neighborhood characteristics such as crime rates, poverty rates, and the quality of school 

systems have an impact on the economic status and overall well-being of neighborhood 

residents (Browning & Cagney, 2003; Crane, 1991; Jencks & Mayer, 1990; Leventhal & 

Brooks-Gunn, 2003).   Two interrelated characteristics of poor neighborhoods that 

scholars have identified as detrimental to residents are their remote locations, far from 

jobs, grocery stores and social services, and their lack of public transportation.   This lack 

of options means that poor people have trouble finding and getting to jobs and often pay 
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more for everyday goods and services such as food (Pugh, 1998; Troutt, 1992).  Research 

shows that lack of transportation is still a barrier to employment for low-income people 

who move to more affluent areas (Briggs, 1997), and access to public transit significantly 

impacts employment rates in urban areas (Sanchez, 1999; Shen & Sanchez, 2005).  

Katrina survivors faced the challenges of living in remote areas of town without adequate 

transportation options, all while trying to recover from the disaster and re-establish 

themselves. 

Tammy, an 18-year-old black woman, identified the problematic location of her 

apartment when she responded to an interview‘s remark that her apartment seemed ―a 

long way from any place‖:  

Yeah, it's really far out. We didn't know it was this far until we actually moved 

here. That's how I think we was cheated, because they didn't really tell us where 

we was going.  I think they just wanted the FEMA money because they only had 

so many housings that was accepting people from New Orleans in their particular 

neighborhood.  So we had to go wherever they was accepted at. 

Tammy‘s experience was common among study respondents, especially those that were 

poor and black.  They were not familiar with Austin and did not realize how spread out 

the city is or that they would need private transportation if they lived in certain areas of 

town.   

Katrina survivors found transportation to be a serious obstacle to recovering from 

the storm and re-establishing themselves in Austin.  When asked how getting around in 
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Austin compared to getting around in New Orleans, Tiffany, a 21 year-old black woman, 

replied:  

Hard, because in New Orleans all the buses is right there, everything was right 

there; out here everything is spaced out, you got to catch the buses.  You got to 

catch the bus there, you got to walk here.  Like, from my house, if I was to catch 

the bus I have to walk one whole mile to get to a bus stop from my house to get to 

the bus stop.  That's like back and forth everyday, I have to walk that mile back 

and forth just to get to the bus stop and it's like a mile and something to get to a 

store. 

Living in these remote locations meant that survivors had to go without necessities or 

spend more money for items such as groceries that were cheaper at large grocery stores 

but harder to access.  Cynthia, a black woman in her 40s, expressed her frustration with 

this situation: 

It's just ridiculous. Like, we haven't gotten a bus out here. Our nearest bus stop is 

about a quarter mile from here. And they promised to put a bus stop here, they 

have people standing at [apartment complex]. You know, that's a far walk, and 

our nearest store is [a gas station]…You know, I just can't spend money like in a 

[gas station] or one of them ma‘ and pop stores. 

Cynthia‘s experiences support research findings discussed above about the limited access 

those in poor communities have to grocery stores.  As a result of this limited access, they 

end up paying more for a more smaller range of food choices. 
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 These problems were especially difficult for those with mobility impairments, 

such as the elderly and the disabled.  Members of these populations faced significant 

barriers to getting around, yet they had frequent need for transportation for errands and 

appointments.  Jeri, a 56-year-old disabled black woman, detailed her difficulties getting 

to her appointments and running everyday errands.  She lamented the loss of a public 

transportation service that she used in New Orleans to get to appointments and errands: ―I 

could take care of all my business, my grocery shopping; take care of my doctor's 

appointment myself. I was very independent and didn't have to rely on other people.‖  

She explained that she put off numerous appointments because of her difficulties getting 

to them: 

I've got to go back to the food stamp office. I need to go get my glasses.  All my 

fillings have fell out…I have a prescription for my glasses, I am trying to find out 

where the closest place is, and then I said if I take a cab it will be about twenty-

five dollars cause I took a cab to the store that was getting my prescription; 

twenty-five dollars for a cab. And you know it is coming kind of expensive. And 

so I have been holding back on, you know, seeing about my glasses. 

Some disabled respondents reported successfully using a special transport system in 

Austin, but it could only be used for specific medical appointments.  Jeri explained that 

the program required a lot of documentation about her disability, and that she lost most of 

her documents in the storm.  Jeri‘s transportation problems left her waiting to address 

numerous health concerns as well as recertify for food stamps, which she said she would 
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need.  She explained that to get groceries she took a cab, but on days it was not too hot 

and she was not feeling bad she tried to walk to the bus stop to catch the bus.  However, 

she described that she still had to take a cab back since the bus did not come back to her 

apartment complex.  Jeri expressed many times that she hated to depend on other people 

for getting around. 

 In addition to having problems getting groceries and health care, survivors also 

had a lot of trouble finding jobs and getting to jobs because they lacked decent 

transportation options. For example, Asha, a 23-year-old black woman, secured a 

temporary clerical job through Goodwill, but explained that it took her two hours on the 

bus to get there.  She was continuing to look for a position closer to her apartment and 

said that survivors ―need cars to get around Austin because the buses take too long.‖   

 Tiffany, who described living over a mile from a bus stop, explained that she 

secured a job at a grocery store and had to go to an office for training before she could 

start working.  The first time she went, she got lost on the bus and it took her three hours 

to get there.  When asked how she would get back from training at night (since most 

buses in Austin stop running around 11pm), she replied: ―I don't even know yet. 

Yesterday I was lucky because one of the ladies that was at training with me, she gave me 

a ride home but, for tomorrow and Thursday, I'm just going to have to find a way to get 

home.‖  She then explained that to get to work she will have to take two buses and also 

walk some.   
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Whitney also discussed having to take two buses to her job as a restaurant server, 

and faced the same problem if she worked dinner shifts.  She explained that she had to 

work only lunch shifts, which did not pay nearly as well as dinner shifts, so that she could 

be done in time to take the bus home.  She said that she felt like she ―rides the bus all 

day‖ since her commute required her to transfer and could take up to two hours. 

 Cynthia also had trouble finding work in addition to her problems getting to the 

grocery store.  In her initial job searches, she received help from a program run by a local 

social service agency that helps unemployed people find work.  She described that the 

program provided her with a list of job opportunities and a ten dollar bus pass, and that 

she had to go back to the office every week for them to verify that she contacted the 

employers on the list so that she could get a new list and a new bus pass.  When asked 

how long it takes her to get there each week, she replied:  

Whew! I have to catch the 37 bus from here. You know that's the end of the line 

to the Capitol, which is the beginning of the line. That's 40 minutes by itself. Then 

it's an hour and twenty minutes to get on that 27 bus…It take me, give or take, a 

good two hours, give or take, going and coming…That's a four-hour trip. And you 

know, you're in that place 15 minutes.  

In addition to causing difficulties for her job search, her housing location also limited the 

jobs she could take.  She explained that many of the jobs the agency suggested were 

located in nearby suburbs, which she could not get to without transportation.  Susan, a 

black woman in her forties, also used this agency to find jobs.  She explained that she 
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liked the agency and that she had received three job offers from places she applied to at 

their recommendation.  However, she said that all three of them were also located in 

places that the buses did not run, and she was unable to take any of them. 

 Justine, a 39-year-old black woman explained that FEMA canceled her rental 

assistance and asked her to return the money she received because she bought a car with 

it.  She explained that another agency paid her rent for the first months she was in Austin, 

so she used the FEMA money to replace the car that she lost in the storm because she 

lived far from the downtown area.  She explained: ―We did what we had to do.  We need 

transportation out here.‖  She said that she saved the receipts and sent them to FEMA to 

show them that she did not waste the money on something frivolous.  She explained that 

she tried to get by without a car but found everywhere to be too difficult to get to without 

one: 

Me and my husband tried (to get around town) right before we got a car.  He tried 

riding me on the handle bars on a bike up the hills, going on job interviews.  So 

you know, ―we have to stop,‖ I said, ―I've got to get off this, it's hurting, it hurts.  I 

got to stop cause my legs [hurt].‖  But we were still trying to go.   

Justine and the several respondents who described making hours-long commutes to low 

paying jobs illustrate the desperate situations of many poor survivors because of both 

their displacement and their new housing locations.  Though they faced a lack of 

adequate transportation, many survivors did their best to navigate the city and look for 

jobs. 
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Study respondents‘ experiences indicate that those who were poorest ended up in 

the worst locations for finding jobs.  Julia, a 60 year-old black woman, was a social 

worker in New Orleans and was hired by a local social service agency when she arrived 

in Austin.  Her job was to help other survivors who came to the agency for assistance.  

She explained the ongoing problems she observed among her fellow survivors and the 

irony of the transportation problem: 

I know the problems for the hurricane evacuees here have not ended.  They still 

have issues with medical needs, they have issues with housing because apartment 

houses are starting to evict them, they have problems with transportation.  There's 

not a good bus system here, and most of the places that did allow hurricane 

evacuees to come into them are out-lying areas that don't have any kind of bus, 

and people, the people that were brought here, were brought here because they 

didn't have any kind of transportation.  The people who had transportation, most 

of them got out before [the storm hit]. 

She pointed out that the reason many people were evacuated to Austin was because they 

needed to be rescued from New Orleans, and one of the main reasons people needed to be 

rescued was because they did not have access to transportation to get out of the city 

themselves.  Therefore, it was a cruel irony that people who did not have transportation 

ended up living in areas of town in which transportation was most necessary to run 

errands or look for and get to jobs. 
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 These experiences illustrate how racial and economic residential segregation 

serve to exacerbate economic inequality between white people and people of color.  In 

addition to racial discrimination in terms of hiring and pay, people of color in the US are 

often relegated to remote and isolated communities that further their economically 

disadvantaged status.  The intersection of class and race means that black people are 

especially likely, as compared to white people, to live in isolated communities with few 

resources.  For example, there are four times as many supermarkets in white 

neighborhoods than there are in black neighborhoods (Morland, Wing, & Diez-Roux, 

2002).  Racial residential segregation is pervasive and is not isolated to poor black 

populations.  Middle and upper class black families are also often segregated from middle 

and upper class white families (Haynes, 2001).  Thus even non-poor black populations 

face the disadvantage of isolated or remote housing locations.   

 More specifically, Katrina survivors‘ experiences illustrate how disaster housing 

policies can reinforce existing social inequalities.  If disaster victims end up in housing 

that provides them with poor access to jobs and other resources such as healthcare 

facilities and affordably priced food they will not be able to successfully recover or re-

establish themselves after such an event.  This is especially true for poor disaster victims 

who were in immediate need of employment and low cost items. 

EMPLOYMENT 

De Sousa Briggs (1997) found that participants in several housing mobility 

studies identified both lack of transportation and racism as two obstacles to finding jobs.   
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In addition to transportation, black respondents identified another major place-based 

barrier in their job search: ―racial mismatch‖ with local worker demographics and racist 

employer hiring preferences in the ―unskilled‖ (do not require a formal education) job 

market.  Most research on housing segregation focuses on white-black or white-minority 

segregation and integration (Massey & Denton, 1993).  However, as entry-level unskilled 

jobs continue to disappear from impoverished urban areas, and the poor Latino 

population in the US continues to increase, there will be continued and increased 

interactions between black people and Latinos in the low-income housing and unskilled 

labor markets.  Surprisingly little work has looked at the relationship between poor black 

and poor Latino populations, especially with regard to racism and employment in entry 

level jobs.   

Bobo and Hutching (1996) noted that increasing racial and ethnic heterogeneity in 

many urban areas brings up the important sociological question of whether minority 

groups view each other as direct competitors for scarce resources.  As the Latino 

population increases, Latinos become more segregated from white communities (Frey & 

Farley, 1996; Logan, 2003).  In cities such as Los Angeles, as parts of the black 

population became upwardly mobile and moved out of inner city areas, Latinos moved 

into the available low-cost housing, bringing poor black people and poor Latinos 

residentially closer than before (Gay, 2006).  Black people are more likely to share 

neighborhoods with Latinos than with any other racial or ethnic group (Logan, 2003).  

This increasing residential integration between the two groups has led to racial tensions 
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in some areas, and in particular, to an anti-Latino sentiment among black people who live 

in communities that Latinos move into (Green, Strolovitch, & Wong, 1998).   

Scholars posit that this is due to a competition for scarce resources in poor 

neighborhoods, and suggest that animosity increases as the population of Latinos grows 

in urban areas with a large black population (Bobo & Johnson, 2000).  Gay (2006) found 

that it is not population size, but the relative economic status of each group that is related 

to negative sentiments black people may hold about Latinos.  She found that, in 

neighborhoods where Latinos are economically advantaged in relation to their black 

neighbors, black people were more likely to hold negative stereotypes about Latinos, to 

be reluctant to extend policy benefits to Latinos, and to view black and Latino interests as 

contrary.   

McClain and Karnig (1990) examined the potential for socioeconomic 

competition among black people and Latinos in cities with a relatively large population 

of each group, and their results contradict the competing-for-resources theory.  Analyzing 

1980s data, they found evidence that ―a rising tide lifts all boats‖ – that is, that in areas 

where one group was prospering with regard to income, employment, and low poverty 

rates, so was the other.  They posited that in areas where the economy is good, all groups 

benefit, not one group at the expense of the others.  This research suggests there is no real 

socioeconomic competition among black, Latino, or white populations.  In replicating 

this study using 1990s data, McClain and Tauber (1998) found that there is still a positive 

relationship between black and Latino socioeconomic status, though the intensity of the 
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relationship has diminished.  This work leaves questions as to whether there is an actual 

competition between the two groups and, if there is, how this may impact tensions 

between the groups in integrated neighborhoods. 

 Most displaced survivors looked for work upon the realization that they would be 

displaced long-term and that FEMA assistance would end.  Many study respondents 

worked in unskilled service sector positions such as grocery store clerk or fast food 

restaurant employee.  Some black Katrina respondents felt discrimination in the job 

market due to their perception that service sector employers preferred Latino workers.  

As illustrated in the maps above, black survivors ended up in predominately black and 

predominately Latino areas of town, and Austin has a much larger Latino population than 

New Orleans did.  Supporting past work on racial employment discrimination 

(Kirshenman & Neckerman, 1991; Moss & Tilly, 2001), many black respondents 

identified employers‘ preferences for Latino workers as a significant barrier to finding 

employment.   

  Justine explained that she had trouble finding a job in Austin.  When asked why 

she thought that was, she responded:  

You see, what the problem is, is they [are] hiring more Mexicans than anything. 

You go there, the job is filled. You come back it is a Mexican or something.  To 

me, it is discrimination. You go into a lot of these fast food restaurants, you not 

going to see a Caucasian person. It is going to be Mexican or Hispanic or one of 
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them….Even the hotels. Including the hotels. Tried to get a job as housekeeping, 

all Mexicans. All Mexicans.  

She described her attempts to apply for numerous jobs and her difficulty finding any that 

she believed would want to hire her.    

Danika, a 40-year-old black woman, reported that it was ―so hard‖ to find a job in 

Austin, even with the help of a resource center.  She relayed a joke that she said she heard 

at the center: ―Well, you know, you all can‘t find jobs because the Mexicans have all the 

jobs.‖  She elaborated that people at the center told her how employers feel:  

They tell us, ―if you work for ten dollars, the Mexicans will work for five 

dollars.‖ Well, I‘ll work for five dollars, didn‘t work for no dollars and stay at 

home broke. It‘s not the thing what the next person is working or doing. It‘s just 

important for what I need to do, you know, for my family. 

Danika was unhappy with being thought of as a less capable or less dedicated worker, 

and upset that she might not get offered the same job opportunities as Mexicans in Austin 

because of assumptions about the wages she would demand.   

 Xia, a 33-year-old black woman, reported that she was told directly by a potential 

employer that Mexicans would do the job for less money and thus he preferred to hire 

them.  She explained that the church she began attending in Austin needed roof repairs.  

She told the pastor that she used to be a roofer and really needed some work, and he 

agreed to give her the job.  She told him that normally a job like that would cost a 
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thousand dollars or more, but since it was for a church she would do it for $800.  She 

described the pastor‘s reaction: 

To make a long story short, he was like, ―because I can go ahead and get the 

Mexicans to do the whole job for $300,‖ and I was like, ―Yeah, well they look 

good, if that‘s what you want to do, that‘s what you have to do because I won‘t be 

doing it for $300.‖ And it‘s just going back to say comparing, they say the people 

from Mexico, the Mexicans, out here work for real, real cheap because the labor, 

because of where they‘re from, the economy‘s so low and they used to doing that.  

Our economy was low too but I don‘t think I would go that low.   

Xia expressed frustration about competing for jobs with people who would, according to 

her potential employer, work for lower wages, and struggled over whether she should do 

the job for the lower price that the pastor suggested. 

 While some attributed the perceived preference for Mexican workers to their 

purported willingness to work for low wages, others felt that Latino employers and 

managers specifically preferred to hire other Latinos as opposed to people of any other 

race or ethnicity.  Whitney, a 44 year-old black woman, also had difficulties finding a job 

in Austin.  She attributed this to a preference on the part of employers for Mexican 

workers.   

I had three interviews with [a local grocery store], and they did not hire me, and 

that‘s what brought me back down to depression because I felt, first of all it was 

Mexicans, and I just felt like they just hire their own people.  I‘m sorry, I‘m not 
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prejudiced, but I really believe that if you‘re not Mexican you can‘t work at [that 

grocery store]. 

Similarly, Alisha, a 23-year-old black woman, told us about her job at a fast food 

restaurant: ―I‘m the only black girl and the rest of them are Mexican. Everybody else can 

do, a no-call-no-show they don‘t get fired.  But when I was moving I called off because 

the sheriff was getting ready to put my stuff out, and [the manager] fired me.‖  She felt 

that she was treated unfairly because she was black, and that Latino employers favored 

other Latinos.   

 Many scholars attribute black unemployment and low wages to a ―spatial 

mismatch‖ between where unskilled jobs are located and where black job seekers live 

(Holzer, 1991; Jencks & Mayer, 1990; Wilson, 1987).  This is partially based on the idea 

that manufacturing jobs disappeared from central city areas and were replaced with jobs 

that required higher levels of education.   

Survivors‘ experiences support recent research on the spatial locations of low 

wage job markets, and particularly suburban retail jobs.  Shopping malls were built to 

primarily cater to middle class white suburban women who had cars, and were thus 

located in predominately white areas without public transportation (Cohen, 2003).  This 

ensured that most workers and customers would also be middle class and white.  

Williams (2006) finds that retailers who seek upscale clientele ―pick workers who ‗look 

right‘ for the corporate image they attempt to project to the public‖ (p. 55).  This is what 

Williams and Connell (2010) call the privileging of ―aesthetic labor.‖  Corporations 
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locate stores in the mostly-white suburbs to ensure that the majority of workers are white 

and can perform aesthetic labor for their company, thereby excluding impoverished 

people and people of color from this hiring pool.  This phenomenon likely prevented 

many survivors, like Cynthia, from being able to find and accept jobs. 

However, Waldinger (1997) highlights what he believes to be a logical fallacy in 

some aspects of the spatial mismatch argument – if spatial location was the only factor 

driving down black employment, then what accounts for the increasing demand for 

Latino workers in urban areas (who tend to be less educated than the black population)?  

It is clearly more than just the match between populations and jobs.  It may be the case 

that employers rely on negative stereotypes about black workers and ―positive‖ 

stereotypes about Latino workers in some jobs located in the urban center.  

Prior work has demonstrated that employers often rely on racial stereotypes, and 

prefer to hire people of their own race or ethnicity.  Kirshenmen and Neckerman (1991) 

found that employers explicitly took race and ethnicity into account in hiring decisions, 

preferred to hire immigrant Latino job seekers over native black job seekers, and relied 

on social network hiring, which resulted in the hiring of people from the same group.   

They found that specific stereotypical beliefs about Latinos (they are hard working and 

have large families to support) and black people (they feel entitled and have bad 

attitudes) contributed to whether employers viewed members of each group as an ideal 

employee.  Thus, in addition to unskilled jobs disappearing, those that remain may be 

filled by managers who prefer to employ Latino workers over black workers. 
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Study respondents described not only facing a spatial mismatch in terms of where 

they lived and where the jobs they were qualified for were (and a lack of reliable 

transportation to get to them), but racial mismatch, as expressed by employers, with the 

population that occupied the entry-level service sector jobs in Austin before they arrived.   

Respondents identified what they perceived as a competition for jobs between 

black and Latino workers and employer preference for Latino workers.  Their 

experiences indicate that employers played an active role in perpetuating the belief that 

there is a racial competition for entry level service sector jobs.  Deploying this rhetoric 

directed black workers‘ frustration with their lack of employment opportunities and low 

wages away from employers or organizations and towards a racialized other who 

employers portrayed as willing to work for lower wages.  Framed this way, employers 

could shift responsibility for low wages and a reluctance to hire black job seekers from 

themselves to this other group of workers who ―offered‖ to work for less. 

This harkens back to Marx‘s (1867) conceptualization of the industrial reserve 

army, or surplus population of labor.  This population, when large, functions to keep 

wages low because workers are easily replaceable with someone else waiting for a job.  

In this case, the impact of the globalization of unskilled labor is apparent.  Though 

service sector jobs cannot be outsourced in the traditional sense, employers use worker 

characteristics such as citizenship status to justify low wages and poor working 

conditions (Collins & Meyer, 2010; Thomas, 1992).  In this case, job seekers were told 

that recent immigrants would work for very low wages because of global economic 
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inequalities.  Xia, quoted above, reported that a potential employer used the poor 

economic conditions in Mexico to explain to her why Mexican workers would work for 

less than she would.  This employer relied on the globalization of unskilled labor to try to 

coerce Xia to do the job for much less that she thought was fair.    

This phenomenon is especially problematic because employers‘ deployment of 

racist stereotypes disadvantages both black and Latino job seekers by coercing members 

of both groups to work harder for lower wages.  In many urban areas, it is primarily 

people of color who have to work entry-level unskilled jobs, making it possible that 

perceived job competition among groups coupled with employer deployment of racist 

stereotypes leads to racial tensions and prevents effective coalition building among 

groups who are pitted against each other.  This drives down wages for members of both 

groups and serves to perpetuate economic inequalities among already economically 

disadvantaged groups.  The lack of solidarity among workers and job seekers in this 

sector, in the context of perceived racialized differences between black and Latino 

workers, may prevent unionizing or other activities that could improve the conditions of 

such jobs for all workers.   

Social Capital 

In addition to employer racism and perceived racialized competition for entry 

level positions, social capital is also a factor in job seeking among unskilled workers.  

Briggs (1998) identified two related but distinct forms of social capital: social support 

and social leverage.  Social support is help getting by, whereas social leverage is help 
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getting ahead.  For example, one might turn to a relative to provide childcare for them 

while they go to work.  This is an example of social support.  In another instance, 

someone might have a friend who works at a higher paying job and finds out about a job 

opening there through that relationship.  This is an example of social leverage. 

 In the everyday lives of the urban poor, scholars have noted the importance of 

social support for getting by (Edin & Lein, 1997; Stack, 1974).  Though all people turn to 

others for support, it is especially important for poor individuals who cannot afford to pay 

for some essential supports that better off people can (such as child care or one‘s own 

vehicle).  While there are high levels of social support, there are much lower levels of 

social leverage among these groups because they are likely to be composed of people in 

similar socioeconomic and geographic locations (Smith, 2005).  In the case of poor 

people who are displaced to a new city, as in the case of Katrina, survivors needed social 

support.  However, the need for social leverage was also heightened.  For survivors who 

were impoverished to begin with and who lost their housing and their job due to Katrina, 

―getting by‖ was not possible any longer.  These survivors needed to ―get ahead‖ to get 

by, meaning finding stable housing, medical care, and employment in a new city.   

However, the people in their social networks were in the same situations they 

were in, and thus could not provide the social leverage that is often useful for finding 

jobs.  In the case of a displacement, and in the context of a racialized unskilled labor 

force, race or ethnicity may be a particularly important type of social capital for both 
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displaced disaster victims and those who move to areas of different racial make up more 

generally.   

Importantly, this may operate differently for black, Latino, and white job seekers.  

In a study of low-income black workers, Smith (2005) found that many were hesitant to 

recommend their same-race friends for jobs for fear of the friend performing poorly and 

thus reflecting poorly on them.  The great majority of those in her study were worried 

that job seekers in their social networks were unreliable on the job, unmotivated, or 

required a great deal of investment.  Those who felt they were held in high regard at work 

and had stable employment were much more likely to make recommendations even for a 

―risky‖ friend than those who felt their standing with their employer was insecure.   

Smith (2010) also explored the topic of job referrals among service workers, and found 

that Latinos were more likely to make job referrals for their friends and family members 

than black people were.   

Gender and Service Sector Employment 

An important aspect of the racialized low-wage labor market is the gendered 

nature of work.  Prior work on job loss in urban areas and spatial mismatch were largely 

focused on the problem of black men and joblessness (Boardman & Field, 2002; Wilson, 

1987).  However, joblessness and low wages are also significant problems for black 

women in urban areas.  Black women‘s wages often support several members of a family 

or social network, including unemployed black men (Stack, 1974).  Fast food and other 

service sector jobs are disproportionally occupied by women (Blau & Kahn, 1997).  This 
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is based on both employer perceptions that women can better keep their tempers under 

control and deal with demeaning treatment by customers, and preferences expressed by 

men job seekers that such jobs are incompatible with masculinity (Leidner, 1993).   

Gender stereotypes about workers are racialized.  Kennelly (1999) found that 

employers‘ stereotypes of women workers and black workers differed from their 

stereotypes of black women workers, thus employer racism and stereotyping has unique 

consequences for black women seeking low wage employment.  Specifically, she found 

that employers tended to think of black women as single mothers, drawing on cultural 

images and stereotypes.  Employers used this stereotype to explain their various beliefs 

about black women workers, such as the beliefs that they are not reliable workers and are 

poorly prepared for the labor market.  This led employers to commit statistical 

discrimination (Kennelly, 1999; Thurow, 1975) and exclude black women from 

consideration from employment based on their prejudiced views of what the majority of 

black women employees are like. 

Though the low wage service sector is primarily composed of women, the norms 

and practices of this sector ―continue to reflect the ‗ideal (male) worker‘ norm‖ (Collins  

& Mayer, 2010, p.148).  Collins and Mayer (2010) examined the realities of women who 

worked in low wage service sector positions in Wisconsin.  They found that programs 

designed for workers who need time off from work are unavailable to women workers 

who also care for families, because family care responsibilities are not considered a good 
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cause to leave a job.  Additionally, low wage employers are often exempt from or simply 

do not comply with the Family and Medical Leave Act.   

All study respondents who reported facing racial discrimination in seeking work 

were women.  While this study is not statistically representative, combined with prior 

research about women and service industry work, this suggests that it may be particularly 

women who face disadvantage due to employer racism in securing unskilled jobs as they 

compete with an increasing population of Latinos job seekers.  Overall, black women 

respondents‘ experiences coupled with prior research on employer racism, employer 

sexism, and social capital point to the racialized and gendered nature of the unskilled 

labor market.   

RACISM AND RACIAL GEOGRAPHY 

Job seekers‘ experiences highlight another important aspect of housing locations, 

and especially of moving to an area with a different demographic make-up: new patterns 

of interactions with people of different racial and ethnic groups.  Prior research, discussed 

above, shows that the proximity and the population size of racial and ethnic groups in 

relation to each other impacts racial tensions.  As Briggs (1997) pointed out, ―proximity 

does not a neighbor make – at least not in the social sense‖ (p. 197).  Early housing 

voucher experiments revealed that black people faced threats, attacks, and property 

damage when they moved to majority white neighborhoods (Berry, 1979; Rosenbaum, 

1995; Squires, Bennett, McCourt, & Nyden, 1987).  Results from the Gautreaux housing 

voucher program in Chicago demonstrated that black children who moved to white 
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suburbs faced more name calling and threats by white students than black children who 

remained in their current neighborhoods or moved to other predominately black urban 

areas (Rosenbaum, 1995).  Researchers found similar outcomes for black adults 

(Rosenbaum, Popkin, Kaufman, & Rusin, 1991).   

This continues to be a problem for black people who move to neighborhoods that 

are not predominately black.  Racially motivated crimes against racial and ethnic 

minorities are most frequent in predominantly white communities, especially those that 

have recently experienced an increase in minority residents (Green, Strolovitch, & Wong, 

1998).  Controlling for variables such as property values and crimes rates, white people 

prefer to live in neighborhoods with non-black (white, Asian or Latino) populations 

(Emerson, Chai, & Yancey, 2000).  Reflecting continued racism towards black people in 

the US, black people are identified as the least desirable neighbors by white people, 

Latinos, and Asian Americans (Charles, 2000).  Interestingly, foreign-born Latinos and 

Asians, as compared to native born Latinos and Asian Americans, more commonly 

exclude black people entirely when identifying their ideal neighborhood make-up.  Thus 

suggests that significant racial tension exists between immigrants and the native black 

population (Charles, 2000; Oliver & Wong, 2003).  Despite being least preferred, Charles 

(2000) found that black people are the most open to residential integration as compared to 

people from other racial and ethnic groups.    

Some black study respondents felt alienated from and treated poorly by Latinos, 

and not just in the realm of jobs, but none reported feeling this from white people.  
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Though some black respondents reported fearing that they would encounter white racism 

in Texas, none reported that they actually did.  Janice, an 18-year-old black woman, 

explained that she felt that she was stereotyped and treated poorly in Austin because she 

was black.  She discussed that she had not ever experienced this in New Orleans.  When 

asked how race relations were different in Austin as compared to New Orleans, Janice 

explained:  

In New Orleans, I ain‘t never experienced no racism from nobody because, like 

when you going on Canal (Street), that‘s where mostly the white people at, but 

you speak, they speaking (to you).  For the parades, we getting along….We stuck 

together. White and black, stuck together.   

When asked why it is different in Austin (i.e. why she is experiencing racial tensions 

here), she explained: ―I don‘t know, and that‘s why I say, it‘s not white people, it‘s 

Mexicans.‖  She then recounted an encounter her mother-in-law had with someone in 

Austin, who she identified as Mexican, in which the person called her mother-in-law a 

―black monkey.‖   She explained that she had never seen a Mexican person in New 

Orleans, and her encounters in Austin with Mexican people were negative.   

Other respondents did not report experiencing or hearing about such overt 

incidents of racism, but still felt uncomfortable in their new racial context.  Jeri, a 56-

year-old black woman, had several chronic health problems and needed to go to a public 

health clinic upon her arrival in Austin.  She explained that she found the free clinic close 

to her and had been twice, but that she did not like it and does not want to go back.  
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When asked why, she responded:  ―This is the feeling that I got from them: that since I 

wasn‘t Mexican, that I was in the wrong place.‖  Though she ―really needs to go back,‖ 

she delayed getting treatment because she knew that she was ―going to hate it.‖  Jeri 

attributed her feelings to being out of place in a clinic that served primarily Latino 

patients. 

Similarly, Justine, a 39-year-old black woman, felt that she and other black 

survivors in Austin faced difficulties doing day-to-day things like shopping because they 

were not Latino.  She explained: ―Not only me and my husband, but a lot of my kin 

people up in here too.  They go to some places, you ask them a question and they don't 

speak English, so some stores you go to they have too many people that don't speak 

English.  And then they look at you like you're crazy.‖  Justine felt that, since she did not 

speak Spanish, it was difficult for her to go to the stores near her house.  She also 

identified this as a potential obstacle to finding employment, as many respondents did. 

Notably, no white respondents remarked, positively or negatively, on Austin‘s 

larger Latino population, except a few comments about the availability of Mexican food, 

which they reported was not as common in New Orleans.  This also reflected the areas 

that white people tended to live in.  For example, Bret, a white 27-year-old man, 

remarked: ―I love Mexican food.  I do enjoy that, and there is great Mexican food out 

here.‖  Nicholas, a white man in his 30s, said: ―I might miss the good Mexican food when 

we go home.‖  Other than passing mentions of Mexican food, white respondents did not 

remark on the larger Latino population in Austin.  
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White survivors could choose to interact with Latino populations when they 

wanted to (i.e. for leisure activities such as going out to eat), but did not move into Latino 

neighborhoods where they may have felt ostracized.  Nor did they report feeling as 

though they were competing with Latinos for jobs.  Being in a position of power in 

relation to the impoverished Latino population in Austin, white people did not have to 

confront issues of racial tensions with Latinos, which again emphasizes the segregated 

nature of the city and white privilege. 

 Though prior research suggests that black survivors might have faced increased 

incidents of harassment or discrimination by white people in moving to a city with a 

much larger white population than New Orleans, study respondents did not identify this 

as a problem.  A few black respondents expressed worry about experiencing racism 

perpetrated by white people in Texas given the state‘s racist history with regard to the 

treatment of black people.  These respondents contrasted this with the lack of racism they 

felt in their hometown.  Antoine, a 49-year-old black man explained: ―In New Orleans we 

didn‘t, it wasn‘t the way it is in Texas…because they do have a lot of racism in Texas 

from what I‘ve been seeing.‖  The interviewer asked him if he was concerned about 

encountering racism once he arrived in Texas, and he replied:  

Well we already know about it (the potential for racism in Texas) because we 

used to read the news a lot.  Like when they drug that boy to death, where that 

was, in Jasper?  Back in the ‗70s they put three black kids in the boat, handcuffed 

them and drowned them somewhere up there in the hills somewhere.   
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The ―they‖ he refers to in both of the above incidents were groups of white people, 

suggesting that he was concerned about racist-motivated violent actions specifically from 

white people.  However, when asked how he experienced this himself once in Texas, he 

replied: ―I had no trouble with white folks.‖   

Similarly, Ted, a 39-year-old black man, explained what he expected to encounter 

in moving to Texas: ―They say that there was a lot of people from the South, you know, 

you always have this thing of racism in the back of your mind.‖  When asked whether he 

was apprehensive about coming to Texas because of racism, he replied ―A little 

bit….yeah.‖  But of his experience once actually in Texas, he said: ―The people here in 

Texas have been great, welcoming.‖  Like Antoine, at the time he was interviewed he had 

not experienced the racist treatment he was worried about encountering. 

These expectations of racism were not only due to the anticipated larger white 

population, but also to knowledge about past racist events and sentiments in the state.  

However, both Antoine and Ted reported that they had not experienced the racism they 

anticipated they would face.  That no black respondents discussed feeling discriminated 

against by white people in Austin is unexpected, given the unfortunate fact that people in 

the US continue to hold racist sentiments, especially in the South (Valentino & Sears, 

2005), and the fact that Katrina survivors in other cities faced overt racial discrimination 

(Shelton & Coleman, 2009).   

This can be at least partially attributed to the fact that the primary contact black 

survivors had with white people was in social service agencies.  As the maps above 



151 

 

illustrate, Austin is racially segregated (Valencia, 2000) and the areas survivors were 

housed in upon their arrival were largely black or Latino (Angel et al., 2007).  Thus black 

survivors may have had positive encounters with relatively sympathetic white people 

when they did have contact with this population but were otherwise segregated from 

them in everyday life.   

Another potential explanation is the social desirability bias (Tourangeau & Smith, 

1996), since the majority of study interviews were conducted by white interviewers.  

Respondents might not have felt comfortable describing white people in Austin as racist 

since the person interviewing them was a white person from Austin.  Respondents did 

describe racism on the part of white people in discussing the flooding of New Orleans 

and the poor rescue response, suggesting that they may not have been expressing social 

desirability.  However, respondents could have been making distinctions between white 

populations in New Orleans and the white population in Austin, thus expressing social 

desirability in their responses. 

While no black respondents spoke in much detail about race relations between 

black and white populations in Austin, some white respondents expressed unease with 

what they perceived as racism against black people, the larger white population, and the 

black/white segregation in Austin.  Mary, a 42-year old white woman, recounted a 

conversation she had with the manager of a hotel she stayed in when she arrived in 

Austin: 
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[The hotel manager] said, ―Oh yeah, we had a ton of evacuees here at the 

beginning, but I booted them.‖ I said, ―What happened? Did FEMA not pay?‖ 

And she said, ―No, they just weren‘t behaving.‖ And basically, what it was was 

kids running up and down the halls, a family of ten in one little room, taking 

advantage of the free breakfast. You know, desperate evacuees who weren‘t 

behaving right. She said, ―That‘s why I had you on the phone for so long when 

you called.‖ And it became very clear to me that between the lines I‘m here 

because I‘m white. I‘m here because I‘m not a mother. I‘m here because I behave 

the way they think I should behave, and the only marginalized people that I‘ve 

seen in this place have been the people who clean, the people who cook, the 

people who fix things. You know, it‘s white men who stay here.  

Mary continued to describe her position of privilege as compared to the other recent 

evacuees from New Orleans because of her race and childfree status.  She expressed 

discomfort with what she saw as an obvious bias on the part of people in Austin against 

black Katrina survivors.  

While Mary recounted hearing racist sentiments in Austin, others also described 

demographic differences and specifically contrasted this to their experiences in New 

Orleans.  Louise and Nicholas, a married white couple in their 30s, spoke at length across 

multiple interviews about the racial composition and relations of Austin as compared to 

New Orleans.  Louise identified what she perceived as a racial prejudice against Katrina 

survivors among people in Austin, and attributed it to stereotypes about black Katrina 
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survivors being welfare cheats (Collins, 2000).  A more thorough discussion of this 

cultural stereotype can be found in the previous chapter.  Nicholas noted the different 

racial make-ups of the cities and Austin‘s segregation: 

[New Orleans] is sixty percent black, and you know, the rest is white and Asian 

and whatever, and….there is really no segregation in neighborhoods or anything. 

It‘s like, good block, bad block, rich block, poor block, and everybody‘s mixed in 

with everybody else. Not like here. And so, it‘s really weird to go out and be 

doing your normal thing, and it‘s like, ―There are no black people anywhere that I 

see here, at all! And where did they go?‖ 

Similarly, Ann, a 45-year-old white woman, described the racial differences 

between New Orleans and Austin:  ―It was less segregated than I find Austin or almost 

any other city.  It had, people would say, ―wasn‘t it a racist city?‖ and everything…like 

you keep hearing me say, you know, about [me] being white and privileged, on the other 

hand, my two favorite coffee shops were owned by African American women.‖  She 

explained that it did not seem to be the same way in Austin.  Later on in the interview, 

Ann remarked that ―there are too many white people in Austin and not enough black 

people.‖   

Few respondents of any race spoke about black-white race relations in Austin.  

The black respondents who did speak about it said that they did not experience racist 

treatment by white people, though the white respondents who spoke about it did observe 

racism and/or segregation.  In summary, this lack of discussion by black respondents 
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suggests one of three things, or some combination thereof: (1) that black respondents did 

not feel comfortable discussing their observations of racism by white people with white 

interviewers, whereas white respondents did, (2) black respondents were steered to 

predominately black or Latino areas and did not have much opportunity to experience 

interpersonal racism from white people, or (3) there is something unique about Austin 

that prevented black survivors from experiencing significant and overt interpersonal 

racism like that that was experienced by some survivors in Houston (Shelton & Coleman, 

2009).  While it is possible that all three of these reasons contributed to this phenomenon, 

it is likely that segregation in Austin played the largest part, which resulted in little 

contact with white people other than case workers or relief volunteers.  

Though there was little opportunity for interpersonal racist interactions between 

black and white people, this was ironically due to historical and continuing structural 

racism that created and maintains residential segregation.  Though many attribute 

―racism‖ to personal beliefs and actions, Bonilla-Silva (1997; 2001) emphasized the 

structural aspect of racism in which all people are placed in racial categories that are 

hierarchically organized to produce definite social relations between members of such 

categories.  In this model, some racism is not overt but indirect, making it harder to 

identify and eradicate.  In the case of black-white relations, residential segregation is a 

clear historical and structural form of racism that continues to negatively impact black 

people.  Scholars should interpret any findings about a lack of racism between dominant 

and subordinate groups within this larger concept of racialized social systems and race as 
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a social structure (Bonilla-Silva, 1997).  Racism is not always apparent in interpersonal 

actions or everyday experiences, but it structures neighborhoods and cities in ways that 

continue to disadvantage racial and ethnic minority groups. 

The discussions about racism and segregation by the white respondents are 

intriguing.  Few researchers have examined how a move from a majority-black, less 

segregated city to a majority-white, more segregated city is experienced by white movers, 

and these findings suggest a more thorough examination of this process is in order.  If 

white people who are used to living near black people become uncomfortable in more 

homogenous racial settings and develop an awareness of racism and segregation, this 

could be evidence that there is a behavioral benefit of housing mobility, but not the one 

that some proponents cite (that white people will be good positive influences on black 

people).  That is, interaction with more black people (and potentially people of other 

racial and ethnic groups) may positively influence white people by fostering the 

development of racial awareness and resistance to segregation.  However, the attitudes 

these white respondents expressed could have been instances of white people reflecting 

post-civil rights social norms, which call for racial tolerance and acceptance, which does 

not always correspond with their actions (Bonilla-Silva, 2001). 

CONCLUSION 

Displaced Katrina survivors‘ experiences with housing locations in Austin 

illustrate the interrelatedness of place, race, and class.  They yield important lessons for 

understanding racial inequalities and tensions, as well as lessons about how to better 
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design disaster and housing policies.  Hurricane survivors faced unclear and difficult-to-

navigate housing assistance programs, and many ended up living in relatively remote and 

isolated areas of Austin.  This was especially true for black survivors, as indicated by 

study respondents‘ experiences and other research illustrating that black and white 

survivors lived in different areas of town.  White survivors tended to live in 

predominately white areas, while black survivors tended to live in predominately black 

and Latino areas. 

Few white respondents discussed the inadequacy of the location of their post-

disaster housing for the purposes of accessing goods and services and finding jobs, but 

many black respondents discussed this at length, especially black women.  They 

explained that it was hard for them to get to grocery stores, pharmacies, and doctor 

appointments.  This was especially true for survivors who faced mobility impairments, 

such as the elderly and disabled.  Though the lack of transportation made many things 

difficult for survivors, the area that was of most concern for most was that of 

employment.  Black survivors explained that the lack of transportation in the areas where 

they lived hindered their ability to search for jobs, accept jobs, and get to work once 

hired.  Respondents described making several hour commutes, having to take multiple 

buses, only taking shifts that allowed them to catch the last bus to their neighborhood, 

and even riding on bicycle handlebars to get to job interviews as they attempted to 

overcome this obstacle. 
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Prior work has shown that transportation is a barrier to finding and keeping jobs 

among impoverished populations.  The present study illustrates that this was the case for 

Katrina survivors, especially black survivors who tended to live in more remote and 

isolated areas of town.  Though survivors moved to a city with a more affluent 

population, this did not positively impact their economic situations.  As Julia discussed 

above, relegating survivors who did not have cars to areas with poor public transportation 

created a secondary disaster among this population.  Not only did they have to address 

the numerous problems associated with forced displacement, disaster trauma, and the loss 

of most of one‘s belongings and social networks, they also had to do this without 

adequate access to groceries, healthcare, and jobs.   

Transportation continues to be a barrier to impoverished people seeking 

employment, even for those who participate in housing mobility programs that are 

designed to move poor people to ―better‖ areas.  It is important than policy makers 

understand that opportunities are only true opportunities if one has a reasonable way to 

access them.  Survivors‘ experiences suggest that a lack of transportation is likely to 

perpetuate poverty in these areas, and anti-poverty policies should focus on 

transportation. 

In addition to transportation, racial discrimination is a significant barrier for poor 

black job seekers.  Though racial and ethnic minority groups become more segregated 

from white people as their populations grow and become concentrated in urban areas, 

they come into closer contact with members of other racial and ethnic groups.  Employer 
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racism in the job market will become an increasing problem as the Latino population 

continues to grow and as members of this population enter low-wage jobs previously 

occupied by black workers.   

The implication of spatial mismatch theories is that if black people were less 

isolated from areas with jobs that there would be higher employment and wage rates 

among this population.  However, just because jobs are available in the area someone 

resides in does not mean they are the preferred employee for such a job.  This theory does 

not take into account the racialized nature of a particular job or sector, or general 

discrimination in hiring and wage assignment.  Additionally, black people may be 

especially unlikely to provide social leverage to others in their social networks through 

job referrals due to fears that the person they refer would be unmotivated or irresponsible 

(Smith, 2005; 2010).  This may further exacerbate employment difficulties in poor black 

communities.  These findings together suggest that the low-wage labor market pits black 

and Latino job seekers and workers against each other and that employers use stereotypes 

about each group in order to manipulate members of the other group to work harder for 

lower wages.  Women make up the majority of the service sector workforce, and may be 

especially impacted by this phenomenon.  It may prevent effective coalition building 

between black and Latino low-income workers. 

Place also impacts perceptions of race relations beyond the job market.  The 

experiences of those who moved from a majority-black city with a very small Latino 

population to a majority-white city with a large Latino population provide insight into 
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how racial and ethnic relations may operate in urban areas as demographic changes 

continue.  Just because cities become more multi-racial and multi-ethnic does not mean 

that there will be more integration or contact among people of different groups.  Prior 

research has shown that as the Latino and Asian populations in the US increase, these 

groups become more segregated from the white population.  In the case of Katrina 

survivors, black survivors may have had little contact with white people outside of relief 

agency workers because of their relegation to segregated neighborhoods.  White 

respondents noted the significantly fewer black people that they encountered in their new 

neighborhoods in Austin, but did not discuss the significantly larger Latino population in 

Austin.  These findings together suggest that white survivors were steered towards 

majority white neighborhoods and black survivors (in this case largely a largely 

impoverished population) were steered towards majority black or majority Latino 

neighborhoods, maintaining segregation between white and racial and ethnic minority 

populations.  Residential segregation in the US continues to disadvantage people of color, 

including displaced disaster victims.  Segregation impacts race relations in ways that may 

prevent both recognition that continued racial inequalities exist and effective coalition 

building and activism among disadvantaged groups. 
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Chapter Five: ―We have been…coming together‖: Strategies for Getting by After Katrina 

 

 Displaced Katrina survivors faced numerous problems finding and securing both 

housing and jobs.  These problems, outlined in the previous two chapters, were largely 

due to poorly designed policies and racially and economically segregated housing, both 

of which have gendered, and of course classed and raced consequences.  Inadequate and 

confusing rental reimbursement policies left many survivors without secure housing or 

the ability to rebuild their lives.  This was especially true of working class and 

impoverished persons who did not have personal financial resources to fall back on when 

assistance programs failed.  Housing segregation placed black survivors in remote areas 

with limited public transportation and few nearby jobs. 

 Disadvantaged survivors had to find their own ways to make ends meet while 

facing multiple on-going challenges.  Though this population had few resources, 

especially after the initial wave of support and donations waned, they found ways to cope 

with and resist the difficult situations they found themselves in.  One of the main 

resources they drew on was their social networks.  Prior scholarly work on family, 

community, and low-income populations finds that social support networks are often 

crucial to the everyday survival of poor people.   

 Relying on social support from friends and family members is one of the most 

researched ways that individuals cope with stress (Ebaugh & Curry, 2000; Evenson & 

Simon, 2005; Lein & Sussman, 1983; Lye, 1996; Thoits, 1995; Umberson, 1995).  Social 
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relationships between friends and among family members provide both socioemotional 

and instrumental support to individuals who face a variety of stressful situations.  Study 

respondents identified experiencing a natural disaster, and especially being displaced by 

one, as a very stressful event.  In this chapter I explore the role of friend and family 

relationships in providing support for survivors, especially in the realm of housing and 

jobs.  In addition to identifying and explaining how survivors strategically relied on their 

social support networks to cope with displacement, I analyze these strategies to 

understand their raced, classed, and gendered dynamics.   

SOCIAL SUPPORT 

Many social support researchers focus on the relationship between types or 

degrees of social support and physical and/or psychological health.  This portion of the 

social support literature, composed primarily by nursing and psychology researchers, 

conceptualizes instrumental and emotional support as distinct (Langford, Bowsher, 

Maloney & Lillis, 1997).  Some sociologists also use the language of instrumental versus 

emotional support in their research (Thoits, 1982, Umberson, 1995).  This may be due 

both to the influence of medical health scholars in the social support field and to early 

sociological conceptualizations of these forms of social support as distinctive from one 

another but complementary for maintaining social stability.   

This conceptualization is distinctively gendered.  Parsons (1951) argued that 

heterosexual marriage promoted the stability of society because men and women brought 

different complementary forms of support to the family.  He theorized that men provided 
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instrumental support, such as income, and women provided expressive support, such as 

nurturing.  Thoits (1982) identified two similar types of social support, but excluded the 

overtly gendered meanings earlier scholars like Parsons attached to it.  She identified 

socioemotional (sympathy, understanding, acceptance) and instrumental (advice, 

information, financial assistance) as two distinct forms of social support. Langford and 

colleagues (2008) similarly identified these as two of the four primary attributes of social 

support, along with providing information and providing praise.  

Though current scholarly conceptualizations of social support no longer include a 

gender component, social support scholars have noted important gender differences in 

giving and receiving social support. Both providing and accepting support is gendered.  

Barbee and colleagues (1993) find that it is difficult for men to both provide and obtain 

social support, whereas women find both of these tasks easier.  Women are more likely to 

maintain closer ties to their parents and children (Lye, 1996).  Women do the majority of 

childcare and emotional caregiving for the family (Coltrane, 2000). Further, women‘s 

well-being may be more reactive to support and strain with family members than men‘s 

(Aneshensel, Rutter, & Lachenbruch, 1991).  Researchers have found that both white and 

black men believe that masculinity means being independent and able to provide for their 

families, and that being unable to do so and needing help themselves are signs of 

weakness (Liu, Stinson, Hernandez, Shepard & Haag, 2009; Hammond & Mattis, 2005).   

Though much research demonstrates that women provide a disproportionate 

amount of social support, especially emotional forms of support, few social support 
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scholars have theorized about this.  Without such a theoretical framework, the above 

findings reify gender differences in social support as natural, not socially constructed.  

Thus, a sociological framing of these differences is warranted.  The fact that women tend 

to provide more social support and are more impacted by its presence or absence is 

indicative of two ongoing (and interrelated) social processes: socialization into gender 

and family ideology, and the continued subordination of women in a patriarchal society.   

As I discussed in chapter one, cultural discourses about the acceptable behaviors 

of men and women and the acceptable family form operate through all members of a 

society.  In a patriarchal society, these discourses support hegemonic masculinity.  

Connell (1989) initially conceptualized hegemonic masculinity as a social process in 

which one form of masculinity is ―culturally exalted‖ and men strive to maintain power 

through aspiring to or venerating this form (1995).  However, Connell and others have 

recently reconceptualized this idea as being about the hegemony of men, casting it less as 

a typology and more as a widely applicable theory of male domination (Connell & 

Messerschmit, 2005; Hearn, 2004).  While constructs of masculinity and femininity are 

constantly changing and competing, these constructions serve to support male 

dominance.  

One way hegemonic masculinity is legitimized and perpetuated is through 

discourses about gender and family.  These discourses inform gendered norms about 

social support.  For example, sociologists find that girls and women are socialized into 

ideologies of femininity that dictate that they be attentive to the emotional needs of 
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others, sometimes to the detriment of their own emotional well-being (Raffaelli & Ontai, 

2004; Thorne, 1993).  Boys and men, conversely, are socialized into ideologies of 

masculinity that dictate that they show little emotion and provide help, not ask for it 

(Pascoe, 2007; Wright, 1996).   

In the interplay between this social structure and individual agency, people are 

held accountable for their gender performances in everyday interactions, which serves to 

maintain gender differences (West & Zimmerman, 1987).  Individuals are rewarded or 

punished for their adherence or lack of adherence to gender norms.  Some reject and 

resist traditional gender ideologies (LeBlanc, 1999), and socialization theories recognize 

that individuals are active participants in the construction of their gender identities.  

However, gender and family ideologies that serve to reinforce male dominance are 

enduring, though they do change over time.  For example, though most women now 

provide financial support to their family by virtue of employment, they are still expected 

to provide the majority of the emotion work of caring for children and the home 

(Hochschild, 1989; Milkie, Raley, & Bianchi, 2009).   

Additionally, the material realities of the subordination of women, particularly 

economic disadvantage, leave women more reliant on resources they can obtain outside 

of the workplace.  As women continue to face discrimination in hiring and earn lower 

wages than men, even for doing the same job, they need other forms of support to get by, 

especially if they are responsible for the care of children.  This leaves them in the 

position of turning to friends and family members when they need help. 
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Research on minority and impoverished communities suggests that women-

centered social support networks are especially crucial for poor black communities 

(Dilworth-Anderson, 2005; Hogan, Hoa, & Parish, 1990), because of the intersection of 

racism, sexism, and economic disadvantage (Collins, 2000). Black families have a history 

of strong women-centered kinship ties and social support networks (McAdoo, 2007; 

Johnson & Staples, 2005). Scholars have identified extended kin and fictive kin as 

important sources of social support among Black women and communities (Johnson & 

Staples, 2005; McAdoo, 2007; Stack, 1974).  Low-income single mothers of various 

racial and ethnic backgrounds must often rely on sharing resources among to get by (Edin 

& Lein, 1997; Mistry, Lowe, Benner, & Chien, 2008), leaving them especially reliant on 

social relationships for support.  

Taken together, prior research suggests two related critiques of the social support 

literature.  The first is that a theoretically informed analysis of gender differences in 

social support reveals that it is not the case that women naturally provide and need more 

support, but that gendered socialization and the social realities of living in a patriarchal 

society cause women to be more reliant on such relationships for survival.  Providing and 

receiving social support is at once a behavior consistent with ideologies of femininity and 

a survival strategy.  If problematized theoretically, investigations into gender and social 

support can reveal rather than mask how social inequalities shape such interactions. 

A second critique of the social support literature is that the relationship between 

instrumental and emotional support is empirically unclear.  Though it can be useful to 
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conceptualize different forms of support, it is important to understand their inter-

relatedness.  Some social relationships provide instrumental support, but are based on 

emotional connections and familial senses of nurturing and care.  Calling some instances 

of support instrumental and others emotional can oversimplify the complexities of social 

relationships.  For example, some individuals may see providing financial help to their 

children as part of being emotionally supportive, while others might see not providing 

financial help to their children (―tough love‖) as supportive.  In her conceptualization of 

social support outlined above, Thoits (1982) did note that ―instrumental aid has 

socioemotional overtones, of course: practical help from others assures the individual that 

he or she is cared about.‖  However, in general the interrelation of these types of social 

support is under-theorized and under-examined.  Because this distinction has historically 

been gendered, a gender analysis of the interrelation of conceptually distinct types of 

social support is warranted.   

As I demonstrate later in this chapter, women Katrina survivors provided 

emotional support through providing instrumental support to other survivors facing 

housing or other crises, even when it caused them strain.  Men survivors tended to 

distance themselves from potential instrumental support, and were reluctantly accepting 

of emotional support, consistent with gendered ideologies surrounding providing and 

receiving support.  In general, the crisis brought women closer to one another, with both 

positive and negative consequences.  Conversely, men tended to retreat from closeness 

with their family members even when they needed help. 
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One area in which social support is very important in the lives of the poor is in 

providing housing in the face of extreme financial hardship.  Impoverished persons can 

share information about where cheap rental units are located and whether particular 

landlords are lenient about late rent payment.  Scholars have identified ―doubling up‖ 

with family members and friends as a strategy financially insecure persons use to avoid 

homelessness (Link et al., 1995).  In general, this means separate households moving in 

together, usually because of financial hardship (for example, a working mother loses her 

job) or because of an increasing need for care on the part of someone in one of the 

households (for example, an elderly woman moves in with her daughter when her health 

declines).  Since welfare reform in 1996 and the coinciding decline in affordable housing 

in the US, doubling up has increased (Hartig & Lawrence, 2003; Koebel & Murray, 

1999).  Katrina survivors faced housing instability, which meant that doubling up (or 

even tripling or quadrupling up) was common.   

Sociologists have also identified social networks of friends and family as 

important resources for finding job opportunities and being hired (Granovetter, 1974; 

Mouw, 2003, Lin, Cook, & Burt, 2001).  In the case of people displaced by Katrina, few 

knew anyone in Austin who might have local job contacts, making this resource scarce.  

Additionally, research indicates people in some poor black communities express 

hesitation about sharing job information and providing recommendations of friends and 

family members to employers, as I discussed in the previous chapter.  Some studies 

indicate that, while sharing information and support is crucial to securing a job, it is also 
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heavily regulated by the sharer or recommender because of fear of compromising one‘s 

own reputation for an unreliable friend or family member (Newman, 1999; Smith, 2005; 

Smith, 2010).  In this chapter I examine what role, if any, social networks played in 

employment among survivors. 

While family and social network research suggests that relationships with family 

members and friends provide support during stressful events such as unemployment or 

potential homelessness, few studies examine how those affected by disaster or 

displacement draw on such relationships as a strategy for survival, the benefits and 

limitations of this support, and how this support may be gendered.  In this chapter I 

identify three specific ways that survivors drew on their relationships for getting by after 

Katrina and examine the dynamics of this support.  In my analysis, I examine the 

gendered dimensions of this dynamic and what this reveals about the concept of social 

support more broadly.   

SHARING INFORMATION USING INFORMAL SOCIAL NETWORKS 

 Though the governmental response to Katrina survivors‘ housing needs was 

inadequate and poorly designed, as outlined in chapter one, survivors tried to keep up 

with how and where they could get assistance.  While survivors turned to local social 

service agencies for help sorting through the information they were (or were not) getting 

(see Bell, Angel, & Lein, 2010), they also turned to each other for information about 

where to live, how to securing housing and other assistance, and job opportunities. 
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 Sharing information about how to find housing and jobs is especially important 

for impoverished populations for two reasons.  One is that formal modes of information 

may be confusing or hard to access, sometimes purposely.  For example, many states 

have adopted policies overtly designed to deter people from applying for or becoming 

enrolled in assistance programs (Maloy et al., 1999; Meyers, Riccucci, Lurie, & Han, 

2001).  This makes informal information sharing about how to enroll a valuable strategy.  

Assistance program information was confusing to survivors regardless of whether this 

was the intention of policy makers or not. Secondly, members of this community might 

not trust officials or outsiders who offer help and may prefer to verify the nature of this 

help or find help through trusted social networks.   

 In some cases, survivors turned to each other to figure out how to get help for 

their unmet needs.  Whitney, a 44-year-old black woman, had an urgent need for medical 

care upon her arrival in Austin, but had trouble figuring out how to get it for free.  She 

explained that she had been getting together with other people from New Orleans in order 

to find help for various problems this group faced: ―We have been congregating, coming 

together, going different places to help find solutions towards dental care, medical, or 

different things.‖  Whitney described a concerted effort on the part of some survivors to 

share information and help each other find solutions for a variety of problems.   

 As I outlined in chapter three, housing policies were confusing to displaced 

survivors, and talking to FEMA officials usually only made things worse.  Because of 

this, survivors especially relied on each other for information about finding housing and 
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how to best secure some type of rental assistance.  Susan, a 48-year-old black woman, 

found out that her former boss in New Orleans knew people in Austin who could help her 

live somewhere for free for a while.  She explained: ―My boss, she got in contact with me 

- we had been trying to get in contact with one another - and she told me that here in 

Austin, [her friends] had a network of people who were ready, willing and able to help 

us, to house us, and I took her word.‖  Her boss had connections to a local church that 

donated a house for Susan and her family to live in for six months.  She explained that 

she felt fortunate that she had this connection and that she was able to have free housing 

for a while without having to deal with FEMA since they denied her request for 

assistance.  With a tone of disbelief, she commented:  ―It takes strangers from a network 

to help you more than the governor is helping,‖ indicating that she found securing 

housing through friends of friends in her social network more helpful than trying to get it 

through governmental programs or assistance.  

 While a few survivors like Susan connected with Austin locals through pre-

existing social connections, most survivors who relied on social networks turned to 

people who were similar to themselves: displaced and impoverished hurricane survivors.  

Though people in this group wanted to help each other, and did sometimes provide useful 

information to each other, for the most part they all had relatively similar levels of 

knowledge and information.  This is a drawback to relying on one‘s own social networks 

for assistance if one is poor and disconnected from many services and information 

themselves – it is likely the people in their social network are in the same position.   
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 In the worst instances, information sharing among people with little information 

furthered misunderstandings or misinformation about how to get help.  One of the most 

poignant examples of this came during an interview I conducted with Samantha.  While I 

was at Samantha‘s apartment interviewing her, someone knocked on the door.  Since I 

was closer, Samantha asked me to answer it.  When I opened the door, Charlotte, a tall 

thin black woman with wide eyes, stood in front of me and emphatically explained her 

need for food: 

Charlotte:  I heard you guys were here from Clifford. 

Megan:  Yes… 

Charlotte:  And I, we need you. 

Megan:  Okay so you need/ 

Charlotte:  He said you have um, [grocery store] cards?  So when you finish with 

Miss [Samantha‘s last name] can you come see me? 

Megan:  Oh well we actually, we just brought three because we were doing three 

[interviews] today, but we can try to set up something to come back in the next 

couple days or something, whatever is good/ 

Charlotte:  We need you all right now.  I don‘t receive Food Stamps.  I applied  

since January but I haven‘t received anything. 

Samantha:  That‘s my sister. 

It became clear to me after this surprising exchange that Charlotte thought I was a social 

worker or case manager and could give her Food Stamps because I gave $25 gift cards to 
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respondents for doing interviews.  This information had apparently traveled to her 

through the word of another respondent, Clifford, but it seemed that she did not know 

why I was giving them out or how many I had.  I tried to explain that I was doing a 

research study and did not have any more grocery store gift cards, but could make an 

appointment to interview her the next day.  It was hard to tell if she understood my role, 

and after I took her phone number and address, she loudly said: ―y‘all better come over 

here,‖ as she closed the door behind her.  While this information was somewhat correct, it 

still seemed to give Charlotte false hope that I could help her get Food Stamps or give her 

more than a $25 gift card.  Later, I found out that Charlotte was not actually Samantha‘s 

sister, but the sometimes girlfriend of her brother.  It seemed that she told me Charlotte 

was her sister so that I would be more inclined to help her out.  I discuss the strategic use 

of fictive kin relationships in more detail later in this chapter.   

 Few respondents had much success relying on their social networks for gaining 

information that improved their situations.  Few had contacts in the Austin area that they 

could turn to for help, and the sharing of information among survivors was not always a 

productive strategy.  The most effective strategy in the realm of information sharing, as 

utilized by several study participants, was to make new personal connections in Austin.  

Eric, a 41-year-old white man who experienced a spell of homelessness in Austin, 

described his strategy.  When asked if he keeps in touch with people he knew in 

Louisiana or that he met in Austin, he replied: ―I keep in touch.  You need to do that, 

network yourself as much as you can, especially in some place you haven‘t been before.  
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You never know who‘s going to have information that might help you find something 

that you need.‖  Eric clearly explained his intention to strategically keep in touch with 

people so that he might be able to get help if he needed it. 

 This strategy was especially effective in helping survivors find jobs, which were 

hard to come by for most due to their remote housing locations and racist employer hiring 

practices in these areas.  Justine, who described having a hard time finding a job because 

she felt employers preferred Mexican workers, explained that she got an interview 

somewhere she thought she might be hired: ―I have an interview today for 3:30 at 

McDonald‘s.  My girlfriend, she's a manager…she's trying her best to get me a job.‖  

When asked her if she knew this friend from New Orleans, she explained that she met her 

in her Austin apartment complex.  She described their relationship: ―We talked a lot and I 

cried to her sometimes.  You know, somebody I can talk to…She said ‗I'm going to try to 

get you on at McDonald‘s, so I had one interview already and now this is going to be my 

second one today.  So I'm hoping everything work out for me.‖  This relationship 

provided Justine with both emotional and instrumental support.  She explained that she 

turned to her neighbor for emotional support, and in turn the neighbor tried to provide her 

with instrumental support in the form of a job referral. 

Similarly, Danika found work by making personal contacts in Austin.  In her case, 

she met customers in her neighborhood who had a need for her particular hairstyling 

skill.  She explained: ―Austin people don‘t braid, so when they see my hair, they be like, 

‗Oh, I‘ll call you, please come do it.‘  And I wind up doing hair all weekend.‖  She 
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identified some of these customers as friends, and it appeared that information about her 

abilities spread through new social networks in Austin, helping her start her own business 

doing hair.   

Overall, sharing information with friends and family about where to get housing 

assistance, jobs, or other types of assistance was not a very successful strategy.  In a few 

cases, survivors‘ existing networks provided them with significantly helpful information, 

but for the most part these networks were severely disrupted in the storm, did not extend 

to Austin, and did not consist of people with much information or resources.  Thus the 

classed dimensions of relying one‘s social network become more salient as more 

assistance and information is needed.  The most effective strategy survivors found with 

regard to utilizing social networks for finding information was becoming friends with 

people in Austin and staying in contact with them.   

RELYING ON PARENT-CHILD RELATIONSHIPS 

Scholars have long viewed family members as particularly important sources of 

support within social networks for adults throughout their lives. Family members provide 

social support when individuals face acute, chronic, or life-event stressors that require 

major readjustments, such as divorce, illness, job loss, or natural disaster (Thoits, 1995).  

In times of stress, family members can act as a stress buffer by providing social support 

to individuals in need (Thoits, 1995; Umberson, 1995).  However, recent research 

explores how various family relationships can simultaneously provide support and strain 

for both the person being supported and the person providing the support during times of 
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stress, creating ambivalence (Connidis & McMullin, 2002).  For example, while a parent 

receiving assistance from an adult child may benefit from their adult child‘s support, if 

the parent is unable to reciprocate, such an unbalanced exchange may contribute to 

increased strain for the both the parent and the adult child (Ramos & Wilmoth, 2003).  

Willson and colleagues (2003) found that there was greater ambivalence in relationships 

between women family members and for adult daughters providing assistance to their 

parents than in other parent-adult child or in-law relationships, suggesting that relying on 

parent-adult child relationships has a gendered element.   

Many study participants identified the parent-adult child relationship as important 

in providing them with housing and financial resources in the face of homelessness and 

joblessness.  Some adult child- parent relationships were supportive for one member and 

straining for the other. In other cases, individuals experienced both support and strain in 

providing or receiving help.  Respondents primarily described their relationships with 

their mothers or adult daughters as providing support, consistent with prior research on 

family relationships and gender.  While women depended on these relationships, men 

tended to distance themselves from the potential support of their mothers and other 

relatives, even if this meant facing homelessness. 

Some mothers and adult children ―doubled up‖ over the course of their long-term 

displacement as their financial situations worsened.  Though most preferred not to, this 

strategy provided them with housing that they might not have been able to find otherwise. 

Before Katrina, Susan and her 17-year-old son lived together, close to her 23-year-old 



176 

 

daughter Jenny.  When they all arrived in Austin after Katrina, someone donated a house 

for Susan, her son, Jenny, and Jenny‘s children to live in for six months.  She explained 

her plans for when the six months were up: ―We‘re going to [live] separately this time 

because that‘s the way we lived in New Orleans, and we‘re trying to get our lives back 

together as normal as we possibly can.‖ However, when this deadline came, she was 

unable to secure a job or housing assistance and was forced to move in with Jenny, who 

successfully transferred her Section 8 voucher to Austin.  Susan was unhappy about 

having to depend on her daughter for support, and almost came to tears several times 

when explaining to me that she really wanted to live in a place of her own and be self-

sufficient like she was in New Orleans.  Though she accepted support from her daughter, 

the situation simultaneously brought her stress because she felt like she was imposing.   

Other mothers depended even more heavily on their adult daughters for housing 

for both themselves and their younger children. Upon Samantha‘s arrival in Austin, Child 

Protective Services (CPS) removed her six minor children from her custody due to 

suspected drug use and medical neglect.  She depended on Alisha, her 23-year-old 

daughter, to house and take care of her children (Alisha‘s sisters) while the situation was 

resolved.  Later, she depended on Alisha for her own housing when she faced eviction.   

Samantha appeared distressed the first two times I interviewed her, and expressed 

worry that her children would end up separated or in unstable living arrangements with 

foster parents when they were taken by CPS.  Over the course of my several interviews 

with Samantha, she explained that Alisha filed for and was granted custody of four of her 



177 

 

daughters, but her newborn twin daughters were in foster care.  Samantha described a call 

she received from her lawyer concerning where her twins might be placed permanently:  

―He said, ‗Would you feel better if they would try to get them to your daughter?‘ I said, 

‗Yeah, now that'd be good.‘‖  Samantha expressed how much she missed her kids, how 

mad she was about the whole situation, and how glad she was that Alisha was had 

custody of them and could provide them with a stable home.   

I also interviewed Alisha for this project, and she explained that it was stressful to 

work full time and take care of her four siblings and her own three children, one of which 

was a newborn.  It became even more crowded in Alisha‘s four bedroom apartment when 

Samantha got evicted because FEMA stopped paying her rent, and she and her friend 

Clifford, who had already doubled up with Samantha because of his eviction, moved in 

with her.  At that point Samantha was not allowed to live with her daughters because of 

the CPS situation, but Alisha felt she could not let her mom become homeless.  Though 

she spoke at length of her mother‘s drug use and sometimes unpleasant behavior, 

describing her as ―cheeky and selfish‖ she explained: ―My door‘s always open for her.  I 

ain‘t the type of person to leave my mom out,‖ suggesting that she felt that it was her 

familial responsibility to provide housing for her mom even if her mom was having 

problems.  It was apparent that she provided housing and other support for her mother 

and her younger siblings because she cared about them, demonstrating the relatedness of 

socioemotional and instrumental support, especially among women respondents.  

However, providing this support put significant strain on her.      
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Evictions were common in Samantha‘s apartment complex, and she often talked 

about other people she knew who were also looking for someone to stay with or facing 

homelessness.  She acknowledged that she knew many people who were having to move 

in together, and remarked: ―that‘s something brand new to a lot of us, because we never 

lived with nobody in New Orleans; everybody used to having their own place.‖  Though 

the pre-Katrina household compositions of many survivors was not uniform or typical of 

more middle class households, many survivors wanted to live has they had in New 

Orleans and were unhappy with having to double up.  

Mothers and adult daughters provided both socioemotional and instrumental 

support to one another after Katrina, and did not articulate a difference between different 

types of support.  In some cases, providing support—and even the guilt of receiving 

support— caused strain for one or both members of the relationship, indicating a 

limitation of this strategy.   Fewer instances of mothers providing new housing or other 

assistance to their adult daughters occurred than the converse.  However, respondents 

reported living with their mother (or having their adult daughter live with them) prior to 

the storm, and continuing to do so afterwards.  In some cases this made these households 

more stable as the adults in the household could pool resources like rental reimbursement 

money, food stamps, or furniture donations.   

 However, not all survivors relied on their mothers, daughters, or other family 

members when they faced housing insecurity, even when it meant they might become 

homeless.  Will, a 31-year old black man, was a chef in New Orleans when the storm hit.  
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In the Katrina evacuation process, Will and several of his family members ended up in 

Austin.  After he came to Austin, he went to Houston, and then back to New Orleans 

where planned to stay with his aunt.  He explained that when they got there, his aunt 

started treating him differently: ―She was talking different when we got to New Orleans 

and, you know, and she never did that to me before, we was always like real close.  I was 

always the favorite nephew, you know, it‘s like everything changed when we got down 

there.‖  He decided he did not want to deal with her poor treatment of him, and tried to 

live on his own in New Orleans.  Unfortunately, this left him squatting in a mosquito-

infested flop house running on a generator, which he described as ―a hell hole.‖ 

Will explained that he could not stand this and came back to Austin, where 

several of his family members remained.  However, he disclosed that he was currently 

living in a homeless shelter and said: ―I‘ve never been in a homeless shelter before; I 

used to volunteer in homeless shelters and now I live in one, so it‘s like, you know, it 

messes with me sometimes.‖  He went on to explain his disbelief in his situation and the 

distress it caused him.   

He explained that he had a sister and a brother who lived in Austin and that he 

saw them sometimes.  When asked if they have helped him out since he has been here, he 

replied: ―no, not at all‖ and laughed.  Later in the interview, Will remarked that his 

mother also lived in town.  He told me that she received Meals on Wheels and that 

sometimes when he visited her she would give him something to eat, but he did not talk 

about potentially living with her.  He explained that she lived in a retirement community 
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and was relatively well off financially because she received retirement and social security 

benefits.  Though he visited her and maintained a relationship with her, he did not turn to 

her for support such as housing.  Like Samantha and Susan, Will had family members in 

Austin, but unlike them, he did not move in with them nor turn to them for help when 

faced with homelessness.   

Similarly, John, a 23-year-old black man, decided to wait in a hurricane shelter 

and try to secure his own place to live even though he could have gone to live with his 

mother or sister who had already found apartments in Austin.  He explained why he 

stayed in the Austin Convention Center until the day it closed: 

Well, my family, they decided to leave, I think, a week before they shut the 

Convention Center down.   I stayed up to the last day because I decided that it was 

a new start for me and I couldn‘t move back with my mom.  I could move back 

with her, but it (the apartment his mom was moving into) was so far off and so far 

out, and I wanted to go to school, I wanted to work; I wanted to start my life.  I 

wanted to start living my life the way I wanted to live my life.  

He explained that he had lived with his mother in New Orleans, and that she had been 

supporting him, but that he did not feel good about being ―a 22-year-old man‖ and still 

dependent on his mother for support.  He decided he had to find his own place and could 

not live with his mother anymore, and identified this as part of being an adult.  A local 

social services agency assisted John in finding an apartment, thus he did not become 
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homeless.  However, he was unable to find a job like he had hoped.  Though he lived 

separately from his family now, he explained: 

I get lonely, and my sister has a friend that has a car, and they come, I‘ve been by 

them more than I‘ve been in my apartment, because I‘m not going to say ―this is 

something that I‘m going to just adjust to,‖ you know.  It‘s something that I just 

can‘t adjust to because I‘m used to being with my family. 

John secured his own place so that he could live his own independent life, but was not 

necessarily comfortable or happy with being away from his family.  However, relying on 

them for instrumental support would have been in conflict with a particular vision he had 

for his life, a vision that is in accordance with traditional norms of masculinity.   He was 

somewhat more accepting of seeking socioemotional support from his mom and sister, 

but it was apparent that he did not feel that he ―should‖ need this support. 

Carlos, a 24-year-old Latino man, also became homeless in Austin once his 

FEMA rental assistance ended.  He explained that his parents lived a five hour drive 

away, but that he did not consider going to live with them.  He described living with his 

grandmother before the storm, and not wanting to go back to living with her.  When 

asked if he would consider asking any of his family members for any help, he replied: 

Well, basically the most I would ask them for is their support in helping me make 

decisions. You know, giving me advice on certain things I should do, you know, 

just basically be a family.  That‘s all I would ask of them. 
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Carlos echoed similar sentiments to John‘s; he explained that he could have gone back to 

New Orleans or moved in with family, but that he did not want to ―give up.‖  Carlos said 

that it takes a ―real man to build himself up from a bad situation and make it good again.‖  

He too expressed being comfortable with receiving some socioemotional support, such as 

listening and advice, but not with receiving instrumental support.  Throughout the 

interview, he emphasized his excitement for the opportunity to start over in Austin and 

his desire to be self-sufficient.   

These experiences suggest that relying on parent-child relationships and family 

members in general for material assistance in the face of potential homelessness is a 

gendered strategy.  Women respondents reported living with and relying on their mothers 

or adult daughters.  They did not distinguish among potential types of support, and spoke 

of instrumental support as a part of emotional support.  Many women respondents 

reported depending on and helping out other women in their families, particularly within 

mother-daughter relationship, before the storm as well.  These relationships were drawn 

on to an even greater degree once they faced the hardships of displacement, and this 

support kept these women from becoming homeless.   

 While men in this study, especially the young, unmarried men, reported being 

close to family members, especially their mothers, prior to the storm, they tended to 

distance themselves from these relationships rather than draw on them for support after 

the storm.  Few respondents were happy with having to depend on their family members 
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for support, but women still drew on these resources, even when there were problems in 

the relationship or when they did not want to, whereas men did not.   

Men took the disruption of their lives as an opportunity to distance themselves 

from these relationships and try to survive independently of their families.  Many 

respondents remarked how different Austin was from New Orleans, and in particular that 

there was less violence and better educational opportunities.  This change in circumstance 

may have given some young men, such as John and Carlos, the sense of a fresh start.  For 

those who had already been independent, such as Will, it was not an option to become 

dependent on other family members.   

Gendered social support norms, as constructed around gender ideologies 

discussed earlier, dictate that men should provide instrumental support to their families 

(be the ―breadwinner‖) and receive socioemotional support that women should provide.  

Both Carlos and John specifically referred to ―being a man‖ in their discussion of 

wanting to be independent and refusing the housing support their families could provide.  

The plans that they made for their future, such as not living with their mothers, not 

depending on others for support, and working align with these norms.  Prior research 

shows that men benefit from the socioemotional support their wives and other family 

members can give (Coombs, 1991; Williams 2003), and this is where men respondents 

tended to draw the line at receiving support.  Carlos indicated that he expected his family 

to help him by providing advice, but did not expect more instrumental support such as 

housing or money.  He believed that providing advice and emotional support was ―being 
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a family,‖ not providing material or financial support.  Taking help from their families 

was discordant with their definition of masculinity.   

Conversely, when Alisha stated that she was not the kind of person that would 

leave her mother homeless, she indicated that, to her, family meant providing material 

support such as housing when needed, even if the relationship is not ideal and even when 

her apartment was already very crowded.  Her personal identity was also tied to social 

support, as she did not want be thought of as the kind of person who would not help her 

mother.  Women respondents reported providing help to others even when it caused then 

strain and when there was not enough to go around.  They also drew on the support of 

other women when they needed it.   

The distinction between emotional and instrumental support is important insofar 

as it is useful in understanding how gender ideologies shape social support.  These 

findings suggest that, for women support providers and recipients, the two types of 

support come together, and that providing instrumental material support is a part of 

providing emotional support.  They also suggest that, for some men, these types of 

support are more distinct.  Men may feel comfortable providing instrumental support and 

uncomfortable when they are in need of it themselves, but relatively comfortable 

receiving emotional support.  This demonstrates that the gender and family ideologies 

that are embedded in social policies (and many aspects of social life) also shape how 

people cope with the problems these policies cause.   
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CONSTRUCTING FICTIVE KIN RELATIONSHIPS 

 While some survivors relied on relationships with family members or other non-

related survivors for help, some blurred the line between family and non-family 

relationships in order to find or provide housing and other types of support.  A large body 

of research identifies the importance of large kin networks among black families in the 

US, and in particular among poor black populations who depend on these networks to 

help them get by in difficult economic times (Chatters, Taylor, & Jayakody, 1994; 

Johnson & Staples, 2005; Stack, 1974).  Family scholars have identified ―fictive kin‖ – 

individuals who identify as being related or in the same family but who are not related by 

blood or marriage – as important components of such networks.  Fictive kinship 

relationships are characterized by strong senses of mutual responsibility and obligation 

similar to those associated with relatedness but not typically found as strongly in a 

friendship (Chatters, Taylor, & Jayakody, 1994).  These types of relationships are 

especially (though by no means exclusively) present in low-income black communities, 

suggesting fictive kin relationships have both a race and class component. 

 In the present study, many respondents mentioned fictive kin when discussing 

how they managed to get by in Austin.  These survivors identified the importance of such 

relationships during both the evacuation process and displacement experience, and in 

particular the importance of these relationships in coping with their lack of housing 

stability and economic resources.  Some strategically constructed these relationships for 
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the explicit purpose of ensuring that one or both members of the relationship would have 

access to stable housing or other types of assistance.   

John, the 22-year-old black man quoted above, explained that he and his family 

met an older woman in the Austin Convention Center who was by herself.  He felt that 

she should not be left alone because she was elderly and did not have anyone to help her, 

and might end up victimized or homeless.  Thus he and his family decided to add her to 

their family to ensure that she was safe, registered for assistance, and found her family.  

He explained:  

We pulled her on with us, she was with our family; she was like the grandmother  

of the family.  So we pulled her with us, we didn‘t want to leave her in the airport 

by herself, we didn‘t want her to be by herself… So, ―you‘re with us grandma,‖ 

that was our grandma, so we took her with us to the Convention Center, signed 

her up with us.   She stayed there with us, so we waited to find her family and her 

family came to the Convention Center and picked her up. 

John explained how this woman became the ―grandma‖ of his family in the somewhat 

chaotic conditions of the ACC.  He and his family noticed that she might need help, and 

decided to help her out until her family came for her.  John said that they started referring 

to her as a relative, which indicates the family-like level of support he provided her and 

his dedication to her well-being, even for a short time period.  Though he distanced 

himself from receiving instrumental support from his family, as detailed above, he 

seemed comfortable with and even proud of providing his ―grandma‖ with support. 
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Samantha and Clifford also met in the Austin Convention Center and formed a 

kin-like relationship.  Samantha referred to Clifford, a 47-year-old black man, as ―Uncle 

Clifford.‖  When asked about her relationship to Uncle Clifford, she described meeting 

him in the ACC and that: ―He came and he helped me out a lot, and I helped him out, and 

we just went to calling him Uncle...he‘s been Uncle ever since.‖  She explained that at the 

Convention Center, her group consisted of ―Clifford, me, my kids, my uncle, my other 

friend, her family, her folks.  We had about a family of 21.‖  Samantha identified Clifford 

and her friend‘s family as members of her own family since the time they stayed together 

in the temporary shelter of the Convention Center, and explained that she helped Clifford 

find an apartment in her complex.   

This relationship ended up becoming more familial throughout the time they were 

in Austin.  Clifford moved in with Samantha once he was evicted from his apartment for 

failing to pay rent while he tried to understand why FEMA was not paying it anymore.  A 

few months later, when Samantha was threatened with eviction for the same reason, both 

she and Clifford moved to Samantha‘s daughter Alisha‘s apartment as described above.   

It did not seem that there was much debate about whether Clifford would continue 

to stay with his family.  Samantha explained that both her children and Alisha‘s children 

liked Clifford, and when asked if it was good that he was staying with her, she replied: 

―we don‘t have to worry about that now…where he‘s sleeping and how he‘s eating; we 

know he‘s sleeping and eating.‖  Samantha expressed a genuine concern for Clifford 

throughout our interviews with her, and articulated that her provision of instrumental 
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support was out of emotional concern for him.  She seemed to be truly relieved that he 

could stay with them and that she knew he was safe.   

Samantha and Uncle Clifford‘s family-like relationship provided Clifford with 

housing when he faced homelessness (twice).  While some survivors drew on such 

relationships when they faced homelessness or other displacement-related crises, others 

constructed fictive kin relationships with the specific purpose of helping other survivors 

secure housing.  Lynn and Sarah‘s situation is a good example of this strategy.  Lynn, a 

62-year-old white woman, explained that she and her sister Sarah, who were both 

physically disabled, were stranded in New Orleans after Katrina hit and had to be rescued 

from the home Sarah owned.  They both lived there prior to the storm.  After their arrival 

in Austin they had numerous problems finding housing and dealing with the damage to 

the house in New Orleans.  It was evident in my observations during my interview with 

Lynn that the sisters were very close and functioned as a ―team,‖ with Sarah doing her 

and Lynn‘s laundry as the interview took place.  At the time of the interview, Lynn and 

Sarah were still living in a hotel, and Lynn explained that she wanted to be sure that they 

could stay living together once they had to move. 

After the interview was over and my fellow interviewer and I were getting ready 

to leave, Lynn looked around anxiously and confided to us that Sarah was not actually 

her sister. She explained that Sarah was a mentally disabled friend who she lived with 

and took care of, but that this was difficult to explain to outsiders.  She explained that it 

was easier to call Sarah her sister, and that doing so would ensure that they could stay 
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living together without people wondering about their relationship.  Thus Lynn 

constructed and portrayed a familial relationship with Sarah in order to ensure that Sarah 

would have both the emotional and the instrumental support that she needed due to her 

disability. 

Similarly, Kristin, a 41-year-old black woman, constructed a sibling relationship 

with her friend Serena.  Kristin explained that Serena was a drug addict and was about to 

lose her current housing arrangement.  She wanted Serena to live with her so that she 

could more easily take care of Serena‘s children, who she felt were not receiving proper 

care.  In order to get permission from the apartment complex for Serena to live with her, 

Kristin told the complex that Serena was her sister. She felt this was the easiest way to 

ensure that the apartment manager would approve the addition of another person to the 

household, and thus constructed this relationship specifically for that purpose.   

However, when Serena had a dispute with the neighbor, this strategy caused 

problems for Kristin. She explained: 

I told a lie when she first came, that she was my sister. So, now I done got myself 

in hot water, telling the lie, but the lie I was trying to tell was to try to help her 

and her children, but it‘s only messing up me and my children. 

She described constructing this familial relationship for the purpose of supporting her 

friend and her friend‘s children, but identified the strain that this put on her and her 

family.  She was not just seeking instrumental support for Serena and her children in 
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helping her secure housing.  She also wanted to provide emotional support by caring for 

Serena‘s children through providing this instrumental form of support. 

This situation illustrates the complexity of fictive kin relationships.  It is apparent 

that survivors such as Lynn and Kristin recognized the salience of blood relationships and 

knew that they were seen as more legitimate for the purposes of justifying living together.  

However, this closeness that can come from having a family-like relationship can also be 

a liability when the person one incorporates into their family causes problems and their 

―family members‖ are also punished or held accountable in ways that friends might not 

be.  

Though many scholars have documented fictive kin relationships in impoverished 

communities and noted their importance to the ability of community members to get by 

(Hogan et al., 1990; Johnson & Staples, 2005; Stack, 1974; Taylor, Lincoln, & Chatters, 

2005), few have documented the formation of such relationships, especially in the context 

of a crisis that brings immediate need for support. This finding of the purposive 

construction of kin relationships highlights the resiliency and ingenuity of a population 

with few resources and under extreme duress.  The present study demonstrates the 

innovative use of familial relationships as a strategy for securing support.  This theme 

also illustrates the inadequacy of current understandings of ―family‖ that are built in to 

both disaster and every day policies that affect low-income populations.   
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CONCLUSION 

 Katrina survivors faced numerous problems related to housing.  Inadequate and 

confusing federal policies made it difficult for survivors to know when or if their rent was 

being paid, and when these programs would run out.  Local policies and practices with 

regard to the placement of survivors left many impoverished black survivors in remote 

areas of the city with limited public transportation and few job opportunities.  In spite of 

these obstacles, most survivors managed to get by.  The main strategy they employed to 

get by was drawing on their social networks for support.  While many survivors shared 

information with each other, this strategy was not very effective in yielding many 

resources, as there was a lot of misinformation and changing policies that made 

information survivors shared with each other unreliable.  The best strategy for finding 

information and resources such as job opportunities, as illustrated by a few respondents in 

this study, was to incorporate people in Austin into their social network and use these 

connections for information or support.  However, respondents found the limitations of 

this strategy. 

 When it came to familial support, especially more substantial support such as 

providing someone with a place to live, mothers and their adult daughters, and women in 

general, relied on each other.  Though in most cases it was not an ideal situation for either 

party, they utilized this strategy when necessary to avoid becoming homeless.  Men, on 

the other hand, did not heavily depend on these relationships for instrumental support, 

and in some cases distanced themselves from them even when they were threatened with 
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or experiencing homelessness.  Men were somewhat more comfortable turning to their 

women family members for emotional support.  These different tendencies are likely due 

to differing gender norms and expectations about masculinity and femininity, in 

particular the idea that it is okay for women to be supported by their family members in 

difficult times, but that ―real men‖ can support themselves and should not ask their 

family for help once they are adults.  This left many women unhappily depending on or 

being depended on by others, and some men homeless and without much support. 

 Finally, fictive kin relationships were important sources of support for survivors, 

and in some cases constructed for the explicit purpose of securing housing for another 

survivor who needed it.  These relationships were primarily initiated by and maintained 

by women.  It is evident that some survivors realized these relationships would be taken 

more seriously by various authority figures who could provide them with help.  However, 

this strategy could cause problems if the relationships become found out as ―untrue,‖ and 

incorporating someone into one‘s family can bring new burdens of responsibility to one 

or both members. 

 As I outlined in the beginning of the chapter, much of the social support literature 

conceptualizes instrumental and emotional support as distinct and does not provide a 

theoretically-driven gender analysis.  In the case of Katrina survivors, it is evident that 

providing and receiving instrumental support was a way of providing and receiving 

emotional support, especially among women.  Across all three social support strategies, 

women tended to speak of emotional and instrumental support as interconnected.  
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Because they cared about their family members, friends, and fellow survivors, they 

provided them with both emotional comfort and life necessities, even when there was not 

enough to go around.  Men did draw a distinction between instrumental and 

socioemotional support in practice, and tended to only rely on women for the former.  

This illustrates the gendered nature of the distinction between instrumental and emotional 

support.   

Men and women participated in socially supportive relationships in different 

ways, such that men and women faced unique challenges.  Women were especially 

expressive of the idea that family members should provide for each other and turn to each 

other no matter what.  Men did not seek out and even declined instrumental support, most 

notably housing, while maintaining emotionally close family relationships.  These 

gendered ideologies of social support left women overburdened and under-supported as 

they tried to help others and rely on others who also had few resources.  Similarly, 

exalted ideologies of hegemonic masculinity left men reluctant to seek support and thus 

without necessities, such as housing. 

 Notably, few survivors used these strategies to secure jobs, and this is likely for a 

relatively straight forward reason: few survivors had jobs or information about them.  

Prior work shows that social networks are crucial for finding jobs, and this context of 

displacement rendered most survivor‘s social networks useless for this task, which is 

likely a factor in the severe difficulties many had trying to secure jobs.  These strategies 

did provide meaningful help in avoiding housing insecurity or homelessness.  This 
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demonstrates Katrina survivors‘ ingenuity and resilience, as they managed to get by as 

best they could in the face of inadequate assistance, largely because of social support they 

provided to each other.  However, over-reliance on family members who have also been 

affected by a disaster for support can lead to significant strains on family relationships at 

a time when they are most needed.  Family members should not be the primary source of 

support for either disaster survivors or people facing everyday financial hardship. 
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Chapter Six: Conclusion 

 

 

 In this dissertation, I have outlined numerous problems that post-Katrina housing 

policies and practices caused for displaced survivors.  In the tradition of other US social 

policies (Abramovitz, 1988; Hays, 2003), post-Katrina policies were influenced by 

neoliberal ideology and based on gendered, raced, and classed assumptions.  Because 

these assumptions were in discord with the realities of many displaced by Katrina, these 

policies and practices had the effect of exacerbating the problems associated with disaster 

displacement for poor survivors.  Their recovery processes were shaped by these same 

inequalities.  Below I briefly summarize the present study, outline its contributions to 

several fields of sociological study, and make recommendations for policy makers and 

researchers.   

HURRICANE KATRINA SURVIVORS IN AUSTIN 

 For this project, I analyzed in-depth interviews with 71 demographically diverse 

displaced Hurricane Katrina survivors.  My analysis was informed by sociological 

theories of power, intersectionality theory, critical policies studies, the history of housing, 

and the sociology of disaster (Abramovitz, 1988; Collins, 1990; Edin & Lein, 1998; 

Enarson & Morrow, 1998; Gramsci, 1971; Hays, 2004; Mink, 1990).  I focused on how 

the disaster displacement experience was gendered, raced, and classed, and what these 

experiences reveal about the larger relationship between social policies, housing, and 

social inequalities. 
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 I documented survivors‘ experiences attempting to secure housing assistance from 

the federal government‘s Federal Emergency Management Association after their 

displacement.  Survivors reported very unclear policies and requirements, which is 

corroborated by documents made available by FEMA itself (Crowley, 2006; FEMA, 

2005).  One policy, the ―shared household policy,‖ made it difficult for those who did not 

live with the same people before and after Katrina and for those who did not live in 

consistent, easily defined, heteronormative family arrangements to receive rental 

assistance (Crowley, 2006).  Respondents‘ narratives indicated that people who applied 

for assistance separately with either the same pre- or post- Katrina address were 

investigated for fraud, leaving all parties waiting for assistance.  Survivors‘ experiences 

waiting are the result of what I call ―temporal domination‖ – the power to make someone 

wait for the distribution of valuable resources – on the part of FEMA. Waiting had a 

negative impact, both materially and psychologically, on those most in need of immediate 

assistance because they had a small amount of ―resource-time,‖ or the amount of time 

before the resources they needed for meeting their basic needs were depleted.     

 In addition to facing difficulties when attempting to receive rental assistance, 

some survivors also faced problems with the locations of their housing.  Survivors in 

Austin ended up in segregated housing, reflecting the segregated nature of the city.  

White survivors tended to end up in areas that were predominately white, whereas black 

survivors tended to end up in areas that were predominantly black and Latino.  These 

largely minority areas were located far from reliable public transportation, social 
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services, grocery stores, and jobs.  Despite some concerns about racism in Texas, no 

black respondents discussed experiencing any racially biased treatment by white people, 

though this may be because they had few interactions with white people other than social 

service providers.  Interestingly, a few white respondents remarked on the segregated 

nature of Austin and what they perceived as discrimination against black people, 

reflecting their relatively privileged displacement experiences and prior experience in 

New Orleans.  Black women survivors did, however, describe incidents of racist 

harassment committed by Latinos, as well as employers deploying racist stereotypes 

about both Latino and Black workers to coerce them to work for lower wages (or to 

exclude them from consideration for employment). 

 I examined how survivors coped with and resisted inadequate policies and 

housing.  I found that, consistent with prior research about impoverished communities 

(Edin & Lein, 1998; Hogan, Hoa, & Parish, 1990; Johnson & Staples, 2005), survivors 

depended on their social networks, primarily composed of fellow survivors, to get by.  

They shared information with one another about how to appeal FEMA decisions or 

obtain food stamps, for example.  Unfortunately, this information was often not accurate 

and did not provide much help.  Survivors also turned to familial relationships for 

support, especially mother-adult daughter relationships and fictive kin relationships.  

Women tended to both seek out and provide support, while men distanced themselves 

from the potential help of their mothers or other family members, drawing on hegemonic 

constructions of masculinity (Connell & Messerschmit, 2005; Hammond & Mattis, 2005, 
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Pascoe, 2007).  The gendered nature of these relationships coupled with an inadequate 

assistance program left men especially vulnerable to homelessness and destitution, while 

it left women overburdened and/or dependent on other overburdened women.  Fictive kin 

relationships were both strengthened and developed in the aftermath of Katrina, 

sometimes with the explicit purpose of ensuring someone would receive housing or other 

necessities. 

 Survivors‘ experiences demonstrated how gender, race, and class had significant 

consequences for their resettlement and recovery process.  Those disadvantaged by one 

or more of these axes of inequality faced a more difficult time obtaining rental assistance, 

finding housing, and securing employment than those who fit into FEMA‘s ―middle 

class‖ model of family.  They often only had one another to turn to when their situations 

became dire.  Below I outline the contribution this dissertation makes to sociology, 

specifically the fields of critical social policy, housing studies, and disaster studies.  

THE SOCIOLOGICAL LESSONS OF KATRINA 

Study of Hurricane Katrina 

 In the first two years after the storm, scholars from various disciplines published 

books and articles that addressed the horrible circumstances that those affected by 

Katrina faced in the short-term aftermath of the storm (e.g. having to wait days to be 

rescued and stay in unsanitary and unsafe conditions) and what Katrina revealed about 

persistent race and class inequality in the US (Berube & Katz, 2005; Giroux, 2006; 

Squires & Hartmann, 2006).  Scholars have paid less attention to this topic as time has 
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passed, and especially to the longer-term impact Katrina had on the thousands who were 

permanently displaced.  I strongly believe that the devastation and displacement caused 

by Katrina will have a generations-long impact on the US and on affected individuals and 

their families.  Therefore, this project is an important contribution towards documenting 

this disaster on top of a disaster.   Below I outline future directions for research on the 

long term impacts of Katrina. 

 This project also is one of few scholarly works that focuses on post-Katrina 

housing problems from a social science perspective (for notable exceptions, see Crowley, 

2006; Mueller, 2006; Nigg, Barnshaw, & Torres, 2006).  Though many scholars 

commented on how Katrina revealed inequalities that are often hidden from the view of 

most Americans, and criticized the poor rescue and relief efforts, few followed this 

through to examine longer term housing arrangements for storm survivors.  My findings 

indicate that housing for displaced survivors served to further exacerbate and perpetuate 

race, class, and gender inequalities.   

 Additionally, little empirical research about Katrina examines the gendered 

impacts of the storm (exceptions see: Delany & Schrader, 2000; Laska et al., 2008; Luft, 

2008; Peek & Fothergill, 2008), and this work helps fill this gap.  New Orleans was a 

women-majority city with a large single mother population, and my findings suggest that 

women as caregivers and job seekers faced serious challenges in the post-Katrina context.  

It is important to acknowledge that Katrina did not only reveal persistent racism and 

poverty, but also how racism and poverty are gendered.   
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Gender and the Family Ethic 

Scholars have demonstrated that social policies designed to provide assistance to 

impoverished populations, such as welfare policies, are imbued with raced and classed 

gender and family ideologies (Hays, 2004; Mink, 1990).  Though these policies are 

designed to help poor populations, they are also concerned with controlling them through 

enforcing a particular form of family that reinforces social inequalities, and punishing 

those who do not conform to this model (Abramovitz, 1988; Edin & Lein, 1998; Hays, 

2004).   

However, prior work on poor and/or marginalized people and social policies and 

institutions tends to focus empirically or theoretically on only men (Ferguson, 1999; 

Wilson, 1987), or only women (Hays, 2003; Edin & Lein, 1997; Edin & Kefalas, 2007).  

This dissertation examines both men and women who were marginalized by gender, race, 

and/or class and severely in need of financial assistance.  In examining the experiences of 

poor men and poor women, it is evident that both groups faced numerous problems.  

Women were responsible for the care of numerous children and other adults, lived in 

severely overcrowded conditions, and fought for part time, low wage jobs.  Men were 

largely unemployed and some became homeless.  Both had problems obtaining 

governmental assistance because they did not fit into FEMA‘s model of the ideal 

applicant, based on the traditional patriarchal nuclear family, lived in remote areas with 

inadequate transportation and job opportunities, and did not have access to adequate 
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assistance.  Though gender shaped some of their experiences of poverty, housing, and 

assistance-seeking, it is hard to say whether poor men or poor women ―had it worse.‖   

At the beginning of this dissertation, I highlighted how both social policy and 

housing have perpetuated women‘s subordination.  As I reach the end, I realize that my 

data do not clearly reveal patriarchy in its most basic definition – male domination.  In 

fact, it could be argued that poor men in this study were worse off than poor women.  In 

bringing an intersectional analysis to this data, and examining the experiences of both 

men and women, my analysis reveals how patriarchy is raced and classed to primarily 

benefit only some (affluent, white) men, while simultaneously maintaining the oppression 

of women, and poor women of color in particular.   

Almost 25 years ago, Abramowitz (1988) wrote of the family ethic embedded in 

social policy:  ―According to its rules, proper women marry and have children while 

being supported by and subordinated to a male breadwinner.  Even through major 

transformations of the political economy, the family ethic has persisted.‖  Indeed, the 

influence of the heterosexual nuclear family model is in some ways alive and well as 

demonstrated in this dissertation.  Like Hays (2003) found among welfare recipients, who 

actually embraced the changes that came with welfare reform, many respondents behaved 

in accordance with gendered attitudes and roles associated with masculinity and 

femininity in order to cope with the problems inadequate housing policies brought them, 

though this did not benefit them.  Men and women generally followed gendered norms of 

social support in accordance with traditional family ideologies. 
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However, embracing (or being forced into) these gendered family ideologies 

harmed both poor women and poor men.  Poor women‘s primary role, as expressed by 

many respondents themselves, was to provide help to members of their large social 

networks, even when they were overburdened and did not have enough help themselves.  

Following the dictates of hegemonic masculinity did not benefit poor men either; it in 

fact further disadvantaged them.  While hypothetically men should benefit from 

patriarchal nuclear family model and ideology, in this case poor men were actually hurt 

by these norms, sometimes becoming homeless, thereby demonstrating the classed (and 

raced) dimensions of patriarchy.  Poor men aspired to a form of masculinity that is 

unavailable to them because, in the context of deindustrialization and disappearance of 

well paying unskilled jobs, the economic basis of male domination through the family is 

not available to them.  Men seemed to have somewhat uncomfortable relationships with 

their families, especially when they could not fit into the breadwinner role.  In some 

cases, they chose to retreat from their family relationships rather than participate in them 

in a way that that was discordant with their conceptualization of masculinity.   

Though in some ways respondents demonstrated normative gender expectations, 

some also recognized the limits of the traditional heterosexual nuclear family.  Some 

women respondents articulated counterdiscourses about family and recognized that 

traditional norms would not benefit them.  Charlotte, who interrupted my interview with 

Samantha because she was in desperate need for food, later explained that she sometimes 

dated Samantha‘s brother.  When I asked if she would want to get married to him 
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someday, she replied: ―a husband? Who wants one of those?‖  She explained that having 

a husband could be a burden and complicate her life.  She did not view marriage as 

something that could potentially provide her with support, financial or otherwise.   

Alisha expressed a similar view.  When I first interviewed her, she told me that 

she and her boyfriend, the father of her newborn, had recently broken up and that he went 

back to New Orleans.  She then told me that she started dating a man that she met in her 

apartment complex, who had since moved in with her.  The second time I interviewed 

her, I asked her how her new relationship was going.  She replied: ―he proposed to me on 

Christmas.‖  As I began to congratulate her, she followed-up: ―I said no.‖  She explained 

that her relationship with her children‘s father had been tumultuous, and that she was 

―scared to go down that road again.‖  However, she acknowledged: ―He‘s been around 

me for a whole year now, he‘s sticking around me,‖ but still maintained that she did not 

plan to marry him.  Both women expressed hesitation to marry and seemed to think of it 

as something that would bring more costs than benefits.  If poor men face unemployment 

and homelessness, as the men in this study did, then they may not seem attractive as 

partners to poor women, who seem somewhat better able to secure (inadequate) housing 

and work (Edin & Kefalas, 2007).   

Under the traditional dictates of the patriarchal family form, marriage would have 

been seen as the financial saving grace for someone like Charlotte or Alisha.  Social 

policies such as welfare reform promote marriage as a primary strategy for women to use 

to get out of poverty.  However, Katrina survivors‘ experiences support research that 
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shows that marriage means something completely different for the poor than it does for 

the more affluent, and that it may bring financial burdens rather than gains for poor 

women (Edin & Kefalas, 2007).   

Prior research has focused on how the family ethic embedded in social policies 

and institutions negatively impacts poor women and women of color, but little work has 

examined how this also has negative consequences for poor men and men of color.  

Because poor men have been largely excluded from social assistance programs (Pringle, 

1995) and because they have been traditionally conceptualized as breadwinners of 

nuclear families (and strive for this ideal), marginalized men‘s experiences with housing 

and assistance provision are under-researched and valuable as well. 

This is not to say that there is no evidence of gender inequality among study 

respondents.   One way women‘s subordination is evident in this data is that women were 

largely responsible for the care of minor children, and this complicated all aspects of their 

lives.  Women respondents often spoke of their children‘s fathers in negative ways and 

remarked that they were unhelpful and did not provide them with any financial support 

for their child.  Men respondents were generally on their own, without dependents.  If 

they were responsible for the care of children, minor or adult, it was in the context of a 

marriage or partnership where they shared this responsibility.  Another way this was 

evident in this study was that several women respondents reported that they or their 

friends were victims of domestic violence after the storm.  Respondents‘ experiences 
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exemplify the complex way that classed and raced patriarchal family norms impact 

marginalized groups on both the personal and structural level. 

Neoliberalism and Housing 

 Housing is not just about the dwelling in which one lives.  Housing impacts job 

prospects, social relationships, social inequalities, and health and well-being.  Current 

critical studies of housing policy focus on race and class (Massey & Denton, 1993; 

Venkatesh, 2000) and not on gender.  However, the history of housing policy and the 

experiences of poor Katrina survivors indicate that an intersectional analysis of housing 

issues that includes a gender analysis is crucial.  It is especially important to understand 

how neoliberal ideology has shaped housing policies and practices, advocated for by both 

the political right and the political left, in a way that perpetuates social inequalities. 

Post-Katrina rental assistance policies followed the tradition of housing policy in 

the US, which has historically assumed and enforced a particular form of family; this 

assumption punished those who do not fit into this form.  As I outlined in chapter two, 

policies designed to provide housing to low-income populations have historically 

assumed a nuclear family.  Housing policies targeted at poor women have assigned 

particular roles to men who might stay with women public housing residents, based on a 

patriarchal middle class model of family (Abramovitz, 1988; Piven & Cloward, 1979).   

Similar to previous analyses of welfare programs, my analysis of post-Katrina 

housing policies reveal that people who applied for FEMA assistance or wanted to 

provide housing for their friends and family members had to conform to specific 
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expectations about their families or face punishment.  In the case of post-Katrina policies, 

FEMA‘s rental assistance policy assumed a stable family unit that had a clear ―head of 

the household,‖ a middle class patriarchal concept.  The policy was inflexible and did not 

allow for the changing or ―non-traditional‖ family forms that were the reality for many 

survivors.  Thus there was a clear family ethic (Abramovitz, 1988) or family plan (Hays, 

2003) embedded in post-Katrina housing policies.   People who did not conform to this 

were punished.  The primary form this punishment took was not just denial of assistance, 

but also making applicants wait indeterminate amounts of time to find out if and when 

they would receive assistance.  

This left survivors without housing.  Almost all poor study respondents were 

doubled up with at least one other survivor because they could not secure their own 

housing.  My findings suggest that women may bear the brunt of responsibility for 

housing people subjected to inadequate housing policies that do not provide assistance to 

everyone in need.  This is a very important gendered aspect of housing policy that has not 

yet been explored.  In the absence of a governmental policy that housed all in need, 

women in this study took on the responsibility of housing people in their social networks 

who would otherwise be homeless.  Inadequate housing policy relies on and exploits 

women‘s provision of social support. 

Additionally, this dissertation illustrates the impact of recent neoliberal housing 

policy, advocated for by politicians from a variety of political leanings, on a 

disadvantaged population.  The clearest example of this can be found in the problems 
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survivors had with obtaining FEMA assistance, described in chapter three.  The policy 

was focused on limited and temporary assistance, and was designed to ensure that only 

people who were truly deserving of assistance would receive it.  However, survivors‘ 

experiences with poor housing locations and coping with inadequate housing also 

exemplify problems with recent housing policy.  The fact that survivors ended up in more 

remote neighborhoods with poor transportation and fewer job opportunities can be 

largely attributed to the segregated history of Austin, which has left the city still largely 

segregated.  However, policies such as housing vouchers, which are now the primary 

focus of public housing assistance to poor people, maintain and exacerbate segregation.   

Though housing vouchers were initially established in order to remedy the 

segregation and social problems that came with housing projects, they may, ironically, 

promote further segregation.  Housing vouchers are used to pay rent to private landlords 

on the private market, and thus it is up to landlords to decide whether they want to accept 

vouchers.  Landlords who have tenants who are willing to pay full price, which is likely 

in the most desirable and central areas of a city, do not need to accept vouchers and likely 

would decide not to because of stereotypes about people who receive such vouchers and 

potential bureaucratic problems with the voucher program itself . Some researchers have 

found that individuals moving from housing projects and to other housing using private 

housing vouchers still end up living in high poverty segregated neighborhoods (Fischer, 

2001).  Scholars have found that having a Section 8 property within 2000 feet 

substantially reduced a property‘s value, creating further disincentives for landlords in 
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well off areas to accept housing vouchers for rent (Galster, Tatian, & Smith, 1999).  

Therefore the general shift in the US to housing vouchers, and the fact the FEMA‘s rental 

assistance program operated in a manner similar to everyday housing vouchers in that it 

was up to a landlord to decide whether to accept them, contributed to the continued 

segregation of Austin and especially the segregation of black Katrina survivors after their 

displacement. 

Survivors‘ experiences turning to each other when they faced housing insecurity, 

detailed in chapter five, exemplify the real life impact of neoliberal policies designed to 

limit government assistance to poor people and rely on the market to provide solutions to 

this population.  Survivors tried as best they could to help one another, but were not in 

the position to provide substantial or sustained assistance.  This strained family 

relationships and caused additional stress to individuals who were already in 

overwhelming situations.  The findings from this dissertation provide much evidence that 

current public housing policies and practices are not working for many poor families. 

Though not explored in this dissertation, the current subprime mortgage and 

foreclosure crisis in the US has disproportionately affected lower income minority home 

owners, especially women.  Much of this can be attributed to Clinton‘s revision to the 

Community Reinvestment Act (CRA), which deregulated lenders in that it required banks 

to make mortgage loans to a certain number of low-income people a year.  Though the 

intent behind this policy was positive for low-income people, this is another aspect of 
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recent changes in US housing policy that has largely failed the poor, who are 

disproportionately women and minorities.   

Researchers have found that people of color were disproportionately harmed by 

the current recession and in general and the foreclosure crisis in particular.  By late 2009, 

the African American unemployment rate was 15.1 percent, compared to 8.9 percent for 

whites (Powell & Roberts, 2009).  African Americans lost between $71 and $93 billion in 

housing equity associated with subprime loans, and predominantly minority 

neighborhoods experienced a foreclosure rate three times that of predominantly white 

neighborhoods (United for a Fair Economy, 2009).  Minority women were particularly 

vulnerable; African-American women were 256 percent more likely than white men to 

enter into a subprime loan agreement (Jones-DeWeever, 2008).  Of those who received 

loans to purchase or refinance their homes between 2005 and 2008, Bocian, Ernst and Li 

(2010) estimate that 7.9 percent of African Americans and 7.7 percent of Latinos have 

lost their home, compared to 4.5 percent of whites.  African Americans and Latinos were 

76 percent and 71 percent more likely, respectively, to experience foreclosure between 

2007 and 2009.   

It is important to note that the policies that led to both the housing problems that 

Katrina survivors faced and the subprime mortgage crisis were mostly strongly advocated 

for by liberal politicians, most notably Bill Clinton.  Clinton and others argued that 

programs like HOPE VI and the CRA would allow poor families to be self-sufficient, 

defined in large part by privatization of housing.  In the current political climate, it is hard 
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for more liberal housing policies to be successful, as even they are guided by an overall 

neoliberal belief in letting the free market determine the best housing options for lower 

income and impoverished people.  The reason that housing projects were low quality and 

segregated was because city planners, politicians, and local housing authorities placed 

them in remote areas and perpetually disinvested in their upkeep and providing resources 

for residents.  The failings of public housing projects were not inherent in the concept of 

projects.  They manifested because the projects were not properly designed, supported, or 

maintained.  Housing policies from both liberal and conservative political camps fail to 

adequately address the problem of affordable, safe, and stable housing for impoverished 

populations as long as they are focused on privatization, deregulation, and ownership.   

Temporal Domination 

Respondents described having to wait for weeks or months to hear about their 

FEMA cases.  Few were informed when they would finally hear.  I conceptualize these 

waiting experiences as an example of temporal domination.  Temporal domination refers 

to the way that someone or some institution, such as FEMA, has the power to make 

someone wait for resources that they have control of, because these resources are very 

valuable to the person seeking them.  In tandem with this, I introduce the concept of 

resource-time as a way to understand why this impacts those who have fewer resources 

more severely.   

Temporal domination is a form of hegemonic despotism (Buroway, 1983).  

Having to wait for resources, be they informational or material, has become a normalized 
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part of dealing with the government or other resource-providing institutions (Auyero, 

2010).  Though survivors were very unhappy and distraught as a result of having to wait, 

most accepted that this was just the way things were.  This served to particularly 

disadvantage those who had few if any resources and were solely dependent on swift and 

adequate assistance from governmental programs.  The practice of making someone wait 

reinforces social domination and inequality.  Because assistance seekers had no recourse, 

they had to either consent to waiting with the hope that sometime they will get it, or give 

up and face destitution or, in this case, homelessness.  They unhappily consented to a 

system which disadvantaged them, but which they had to behave in accordance with in 

order to have even a chance to secure resources they need to survive.  Thus the 

bureaucratic requirement that one wait patiently for assistance is a tool of social control.  

 Though it has much wider application, in this case temporal domination was 

evident in social policy.  Studies of welfare policy indicate that waiting is a central part of 

social policy programs that serve poor people.  In her book on welfare reform, Sharon 

Hays (2003) writes of welfare clients: 

They complained about the confusing requirements and complicated procedures.  

Some simply waited patiently for their caseworker to tell them what hoop they 

would need to leap through next.  Others busily attempted to decipher the 

requirements and prepare for their next move.  A few tried to discover a way 

around the rules…I was not surprised that some became so discouraged in facing 



212 

 

so many problems…that they failed to keep appointments, failed to turn in 

necessary paperwork, and failed to make sufficient job contacts (p. 110). 

These same words could have been written about Katrina survivors.  Deciphering 

confusing policies and waiting for cases to get sorted out negatively affected the 

survivors‘ lives, causing some material and psychological stress and causing others to 

give up entirely.  Though studies such as Hays‘ indicates that waiting is central in welfare 

programs, this has not been thoroughly theorized.   

Social programs employ multiple strategies to deter the needy from enrolling.  

Maloy and colleagues (1999) argue that diversion from applying for assistance programs 

is part of neoliberal strategy, and that social policies include both formal and informal 

mechanisms for achieving this.  For example, 31 states operate some kind of program for 

the explicit purpose of diverting people from enrolling in programs such as TANF and 

Medicaid.  These formal diversion programs include issuing a one-time payment and 

mandatory job search requirements (Lurie, 2001).  Formal diversion tactics, such as 

requiring extensive proof and documentation, were certainly present in the post-Katrina 

assistance program as well.      

However, informal mechanisms also deter those in need from applying for and 

continuing to receive government assistance.  Though this is an important aspect of how 

the US welfare state currently operates, few have looked at the specific ways people are 

informally diverted from obtaining government assistance.  Making people wait until 

they give up in some way is one method of informal deterrence.   
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Disaster Studies 

Prior research demonstrates that women take on expanded roles during and in the 

aftermath of disasters, including roles related to caregiving for children and providing 

help to others (Enarson & Morrow, 1998; Peek & Fothergill, 2008).  My findings support 

research that women take on expanded caregiving roles after a disaster, which can cause 

them additional strain.  Women reported spending much of their time seeking out help for 

their families.  However, this dissertation also reveals the challenges marginalized men 

faced in the context of a disaster displacement, a yet unexplored topic.   

Additionally, this work adds to sociological understanding of how gender (as it 

relates to family) shapes the disaster experience.  A long line of research shows that 

family relationships provide support and contribute to strain during stressful life events 

(Thoits, 1995; Fingerman et al., 2004). However, little research examines the ways in 

which familial relationships provide adults with support or contribute to strain during and 

after a natural disaster.  My analysis revealed that the parent-adult child tie and fictive kin 

ties – individuals who identify as being related or in the same family but who are not 

related by blood or marriage (Chatters, Taylor, & Jayakody, 1994) – were central family 

relationships that shaped individual recovery after Katrina.  However, parent-adult child 

relationships were gendered, as women tended to receive and provide help for one 

another in these roles, and men tended to distance themselves from receiving help from 

their mothers and other family members.  Fictive kin relationships also tended to be 

entered into by women.  Overall, some women were depended on for assistance and 
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support by several family members while they themselves were also in need of 

assistance.   

The hesitancy of men to draw on their mothers or other family members for 

support when they needed it introduces a new theme into the study of gender and disaster. 

Social norms around masculinity may leave men less inclined to seek resources necessary 

for disaster recovery, and thus they may face additional difficulties in this endeavor.  

Several men in the present study became homeless after not accepting offers of help from 

friends and family or seeking out such help, whereas no women did. 

Overall, the findings presented here support research that suggested that gender 

shapes the disaster recovery experience.  My research confirms that poor women and men 

are especially vulnerable to the deleterious impacts of a disaster, in gendered ways.  

Women take on expanded roles that include caretaking in the recovery process, and have 

more difficulty recovering from them in part because they provide support to others 

(Enarson & Morrow, 1998).  Men, particularly men marginalized by race and/or class, 

also face unique hardships, such as unemployment and homelessness, in recovering from 

a disaster.  

DIRECTIONS FOR HOUSING POLICY AND RESEARCH 

Making policy suggestions can be challenging.  This dissertation has revealed 

how policies have hidden purposes and unintended consequences.  However, it is 

possible to create policies that do not favor one model of family or perpetuate class, race, 

and gender inequalities.  Whether a policy is equitably implemented is another issue.  
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Here I make broad policy suggestions that, if thoughtfully implemented, could alleviate 

rather than perpetuate existing social inequalities.  First, I address disaster policy, then I 

examine housing policy more broadly, and finally I discuss directions for further 

research. 

Disaster Policy 

This dissertation has focused on the housing issues displaced Katrina survivors 

faced, not on the problems survivors faced in being stranded and trying to evacuate from 

New Orleans.  However, some of the lasting problems displaced survivors faced were 

partially a result of the poor rescue and evacuation plan.  Many rescuers acted bravely 

and heroically, and their efforts should be recognized.  It is not my intention to detract 

from what they did in critiquing the evacuation policy.  It was not the individuals who 

helped with the effort so much as the design of the effort itself that created lasting 

problems for displaced survivors. 

 In reading respondents‘ accounts of the problems the shared household rules 

caused them, it was evident that some people were separated (sometimes against their 

will) from their family members or people with who they lived in the initial evacuation 

process.  Several respondents reported being separated from family members at gunpoint 

or told that only a certain number of people could go together.  Even in the chaotic 

conditions that surround evacuating a large number of people from a dangerous place, 

policy should have dictated that people who wanted to stay together be permitted to do 

so.  This has had lasting impact on people who ended up displaced for the longer term or 
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permanently relocated, because many could not realistically afford to move and live with 

who they wanted.  In this way, the shared household rule was especially cruel, as many 

pre-Katrina households would have stayed together and applied for assistance together as 

the policy dictated if it were possible for them to do so. 

 Another negative consequence of sending people from the same family or social 

group to different cities and states is that this weakens the social support systems 

survivors may depend on in the absence of or in addition to governmental assistance.  

This dissertation demonstrates that people turned to their family members and friends 

when they needed support.  Though improved policy would prevent them from having to 

rely so heavily on their networks for something as basic as housing, social networks are 

still an important part of recovery from a stressful event such as a disaster.  Evacuation 

policies should emphasize keeping people together who want to be together.  Even if the 

initial evacuation is chaotic, a policy to reunite family members, neighbors, and friends 

who want to be reunited once the initial danger has passed must be implemented.  This is 

especially important in a case like Katrina, where whole neighborhoods were destroyed.  

This study shows that it is imperative that families—in whatever form —are kept 

together and supported throughout the disaster and recovery experience.   

Policy makers should also pay special attention to gendered differences in disaster 

recovery.  My findings suggest that women may turn to each other for support at the 

expense of their own recovery or well-being.  Findings also suggest that men may 

distance themselves from potential support from their family members, creating another 



217 

 

challenge for disaster recovery policy.  While this may alleviate strains on disaster 

survivors‘ families, it makes it difficult for men to even make ends meet after a disaster, 

much less recover.  Without neglecting the needs of women and children, disaster 

policies should reach out to men, especially low-income men, in ways that support them 

as well.  Over-reliance on family members who have also been affected by a disaster for 

support can lead to significant strains on family relationships at a time when they are 

most needed. Overall, policies that provide adequate and long-term support to individuals 

in the aftermath of a disaster, and do not require individuals to primarily rely on family 

relationships for support, would help remedy this problem as well.  

Housing Policy 

 In light of the above recommendations for disaster policy, I also recommend that 

housing policy employ a broad and flexible definition of family that is not imbued with 

gendered assumptions and not based on a model of family that is discordance with the 

people it is designed to serve.  Housing policy should be designed for the families it 

serves and work to accommodate them rather than punish them.  Aside from occupancy 

codes, the government should not be concerned with how an individual decides to define 

her or his family or whom he or she permits into his or her household.  Housing policy 

should demonstrate an understanding of transient domesticity, fictive kin, and multi-

generational families should support such family forms. 

 Housing uncertainty and instability had a profound impact on almost all areas of 

survivors‘ lives.  Without knowing they could stay where they were temporarily living, 
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they were reluctant to do activities that could help them resettle, such as search for jobs, 

or even unpack their boxes or seek out new social relationships.  This feeling of 

instability left many unable to make plans for the future because they did not know where 

they would be.   In light of this, I recommend that public housing assistance become an 

entitlement program, similar what the AFDC and childcare subsidy programs were before 

welfare reform.  The current policy trend is to move away from entitlement programs for 

the poor and to means-tested, time-limited assistance programs, so this is not likely to be 

adopted easily.  However, this could be a good time to move towards this, as housing 

reform is now on the national agenda in light of the current housing crisis (Rugh & 

Massey, 2010).   

The growing number of foreclosures is drawing attention to the importance of 

housing stability for a society to function both economically and socially.  Government 

officials and policy makers have acknowledged at various points in history that housing 

should be a right.  The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Article 25-1) includes 

housing as a part of the human right to a standard of living adequate for the health and 

well-being of a person and his or her family.  Other agreements, such as the International 

Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights, also include housing as a right 

(Porter, 2003).  One of the earliest pieces of US housing legislation, The Housing Act of 

1949, supported this sentiment and called for the ―realization
 
as soon as feasible of the 

goal of a decent home and suitable
 
living environment for every American family‖ 

(Freeman, 2002). Unfortunately this goal has not been met.  Ultimately, the federal 



219 

 

government should create housing policy in accordance with the concept that safe and 

stable housing is a human right.  Below I outline how future research on housing could 

continue to draw attention to the way that housing impacts all areas of one‘s life and how, 

in its current state, housing policy only perpetuates gender, class, and race inequalities.   

Future Research 

Most housing research today centers around the concept of ―neighborhood 

effects.‖  This body of work emerged in the late 1980s and continues to grow (Jencks & 

Mayer, 1990; Sampson, Morenoff, & Gannon-Rowley, 2002).  Neighborhood effects 

studies seek to understand how neighborhood characteristics positively or negatively 

affect individual outcomes such as employment, wealth, criminal activity, drug use, 

school performance, etc.  These studies often utilize complex statistical models to test the 

independent effects of various neighborhood characteristics on the economic and 

physiological well-being of residents.  However, a review of early neighborhood effect 

studies reveals no general pattern of neighborhood effects across all outcomes, indicating 

more work was needed to make these types of studies more reliable and comparable 

(Jencks and Mayer, 1990). 

Briggs (1997) offered a critique of neighborhood effects studies in which she 

points out many flawed assumptions in this type of research.  She argues that qualitative 

research can help remedy some of these flaws.  For example, she questions assumptions 

about the benefit of having more affluent neighbors, where opportunity exists for the 

urban poor, and how neighborhoods are defined by residents as opposed to the census or 
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other statistical methods.  She suggests that a mixed methods approach is crucial to 

refining these studies and understanding what really are ―neighborhood‖ effects and what 

are attributable to other factors.   I recommend sociologists heed Briggs‘s call for more 

qualitative and critical work in the area of housing. 

A great deal of research examines how neighborhoods might improve job 

opportunities, safety, health outcomes, and scholastic achievement (Jencks & Mayer, 

1990; Rosenbaum, 1995; Sampson, Morenoff & Gannon-Rowley, 2002).  A recent report 

by the Right to the City Alliance (RTTCA) on public housing provides one of the first 

explorations of this from the perspective of public housing residents themselves and 

should pave the way for more work in this area that focuses on the experiences of poor 

black populations and housing (Right to the City Alliance, 2010).  However, housing 

policy analyses are characterized by a surprising lack of attention to gender, even the 

RTTCA report.  The scholars who do examine this are largely from the planning 

community and not the social sciences (e.g. Miranne & Young, 2000).  Even when 

scholars note the situation of women within the realm of policy, gender is not often 

discussed as an organizing principle of the system as it had been in the past (Gordon, 

1990; Miranne & Young, 2000).   

Scholars should pay close attention to the ways in which changes in the 

demographics of neighborhoods impact racial tensions and job markets in low-income 

areas.  I found that black people who moved into areas with large Latino populations 

experienced harassment and discrimination against in hiring.  Some respondents felt that 
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employers used racist stereotypes to try to coerce them to work for lower wages.  Future 

research should focus on this issue and use ethnographic analysis to examine how racial 

tensions between black and Latino populations manifest and how employment might 

relate to these tensions.  It should also critically examine how low-wage employers 

benefit from racist worker stereotypes and how this might differentially impact men and 

women. 

Given the tenuous history of housing policies with regard to both race and gender, 

it is crucial that gender and race scholars become engaged with the topic of housing and 

housing policy in a variety of areas.  Many of the scholars discussed in chapter two make 

claims that housing designs, urban planning, and housing policy have both reflected and 

perpetuated gender and racial inequality.  It is likely that his continues to be the case, and 

thorough investigations into this are warranted.   

One important area of inquiry in regards to housing is the current subprime 

mortgage and foreclosure crisis.  Researchers have found that people of color were 

disproportionately harmed by the 2009 recession in general and the foreclosure crisis in 

particular (Kochhar, Gonzalez-Barrera, & Dockterman, 2009).  As discussed above, 

black people and Latinos were more likely to enter into subprime mortgages that white 

people.  This may mean that black women are facing foreclosure at an alarming rate.  The 

findings of this dissertation indicate that poor black women may bear the burden of 

providing housing to members of their social networks who become displaced due to 

foreclosure, and that men may end up homeless after such an event.  Future work should 
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investigate this important emerging crisis and how its impacts are influenced by social 

inequalities.    

This illustrates a fundamental problem with low income housing and the tenets of 

the ―American Dream.‖  As long as homeownership is viewed as something every person 

should strive to achieve, improving public housing and rental housing in general will not 

be considered a policy priority.  Rental housing is viewed as temporary and thus not 

properly supported, though many people never end up owning a home.  In light of the 

current crisis, lending regulations have become more stringent, which means that many 

more people will never be able to own their own homes.  Thus this is an important time 

to reconsider US housing priorities and the belief that everyone should own their own 

home.  Instead, researchers and policymaker should explore how to best support rental 

housing as a permanent housing option.  

Overall, this dissertation project yielded important findings for the study of social 

inequalities, especially in the areas of housing and disaster.  Both of these areas of study 

are relatively underdeveloped, especially from the perspectives of intersectionality and 

critical studies. Additionally, this project produced many questions that I hope future 

research will address.  I also sincerely hope that researchers continue to examine the 

impact of Hurricane Katrina on US society in order to develop better disaster recovery 

and housing policies so that some good can come from this terrible and ongoing tragedy. 
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Appendix A: Detailed Respondent Demographics 

 

Respondent Gender Race/Ethnicity Age Job (Pre-Katrina) 

Alfreda F Black 25 Dental assistant 

Alisha F Black 23 Fast food restaurant worker 

Ann F White 45 Writer/restaurant server 

Antoine M Black 49 Manual laborer 

Asha F Black 23 Part time house cleaner 

Beverly F Black 50s Administrative assistant 

Bill M White Not provided Professor/priest 

Bret M White 27 College student 

Carlos  M Latino 24 Unknown  

Chantal F Black 29 Supermarket worker 

Charlotte F Black 51 Childcare worker 

Chris M Black 31 Disabled 

Cindy F White 30s Administrative assistant 

Clifford M Black 47 Manual laborer 

Cynthia F Black 40s Disabled 

Danika F Black 18 High school student 

Darnell M Black 48 City employee 

Denise F Black 42 Unemployed 

Deshante F Black 27 Retail worker/college student 

Donald M White 40s Writer/tutor 

Duong M Vietnamese 66 Retired 

Eric M White  40s Home renovator 

Esmeralda F Latina 44 House cleaner 

Flora F Black 59 Custodian  

Franky M Black 55 Manual laborer 

Gary M White 44 Unemployed/Homeless 

George M Latino 55 Disabled 

Henry M Black 50 Worked two part time jobs 

Huynh M Vietnamese 65 Retired 

Jackie F Black 54 Administrative assistant 

Jacqueline F White 54 Librarian 

James M Black 66 Retired  

Jane F Black 56 Nurse assistant 

Janice F Black 18 High school student 

Jeffery M Black 30s Parking lot attendant 

Jeri F Black 56 Disabled/retired 

Jerry M Black 50 Unknown  
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Jewel F Black 63 Retired 

John M Black 22 Part time manual laborer 

Julia F Black 60 Social worker 

Justine F Black 39 Restaurant cook 

Katherine F White 78 Retired 

Kita F Black 26 Data entry 

Kristin F Black 41 Jail deputy 

Lamont M Black 31 Restaurant cook 

Linda F Black 40s Disabled 

Louise F White 30 Writer/housewife 

Lynn F White 62 Disabled/retired 

Mark M White 53 Construction/contractor 

Marsha F Black 36 Stay at home mother 

Mary  F White 42 Artist/office manager 

Nancy F Black 41 Baby sitter 

Nicholas M White ~30 Computer technical support 

Ray M White 42 Disabled 

Reggie M Black 47 Restaurant dishwasher 

Sally F Black 55 Disabled 

Samantha F Black 39 Stay at home mother 

Sharon F Black ~35 Pharmacy technician 

Shirley F None provided 61 Disabled/retired 

Serena F Black 40s Hotel housekeeper 

Susan F Black 48 In home healthcare provider 

Tammy F Black 18 High school student 

Ted M Black 39 Registered nurse 

Teri F Black 41 Unemployed 

Thomas M Black 61 Longshoreman 

Tiffany F Black 21 Restaurant server 

Toni F Black 24 Exotic dancer 

Tyrell M Black 45 Car repair 

Whitney F Black 44 Restaurant server 

Will M Black 31 Restaurant cook 

Xia F Black 33 Worked one part time job 

Italics = respondent I interviewed 
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