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Abstract: Mere months after residents of New Orleans were left stranded on their roofs, before, 

even, all of the bodies were to be found within the flood wreckage, Gray Line New Orleans 

announced plans to begin bus tours of the wreckage caused by Hurricane Katrina. Such tours 

have now multiplied, almost a dozen companies offering bus or van tours of the death and 

destruction that so many watched unfold on network television. This essay will track the Katrina 

devastation tour through its various formations, noting, especially, its changing status as a 

commodity throughout. The commoditization of Katrina has not been a straight path towards 

increasing commoditization, but has been alternately contested and promoted as a commodity 

throughout its history.  

Commoditizing Katrina 

When I visited New Orleans for the first time post-Hurricane Katrina, I was unsettled to 

see a listing in the Lonely Planet New Orleans for a bus tour of the hurricane devastation (Downs 

2006, p. 135). Indeed, I would later find out that Gray Line New Orleans announced plans to 

begin bus tours of the wreckage mere months after the hurricane struck the Gulf Coast. The 

transformation of one of the worst disasters in recent U.S. history into a commodity is striking 

and one that deserves further analysis. This essay will track the Katrina devastation tour through 

its various formations, noting, especially, its changing status as a commodity throughout. The 

commoditization of Katrina has not been a straight path towards increasing commoditization, but 

has been alternately contested and promoted as a commodity throughout its history. I will 
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analyze the tour in three of its stages: for residents, for politicians, and, finally, for paying 

tourists.  

Commoditization and Singularization 

This essay first necessitates a discussion of the meaning of the term ‘commodity’. Arjun 

Appadurai offers a definition of a commodity as “any thing intended for exchange” (1986, p. 9). 

However, he emphasizes that commodities are things in a certain situation rather than things with 

inherent qualities (p. 13). In other words, a particular thing can move in and out of the 

commodity phase, a temporal state where the exchangeability of a thing is its relevant feature. 

Similarly, Igor Kopytoff defines a commodity as something that has use value and can be 

exchanged for something else (1986, p. 68), but he emphasizes that nothing remains a 

commodity during its entire existence. Things move between stages of commoditization and 

stages of singularization. Singularization is a state of decommoditization where a thing is seen as 

singular and therefore unable to be exchanged for something else. 

In addition to the temporal commodity phase, Appadurai (1986) describes two additional 

aspects of “commodity-hood”: the commodity context and the commodity candidacy. The 

commodity context is the social context in which a thing can be considered a commodity. The 

commodity candidacy is the “criteria (symbolic, classificatory, and moral) that define the 

exchangeability of things” in a particular social context (Appadurai, 1986, p. 14). Appadurai 

sums up the connections between these three aspects of the commodity by stating that 

commodities are things that, “at a certain phase in their careers and in a particular context, meet 

the requirements of commodity candidacy” (p. 16). 

Kopytoff (1986) proposes a method to track the commoditzations and singularizations of 

a thing by examining the social biography of that thing. Tracking the social biography of a thing 
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allows for an examination of Appadurai’s commodity context, the cultural context in which it 

becomes acceptable to commoditize a previously singularized thing. Thus, this essay will track 

the tours of Katrina not only temporally in and out of the commodity phase, but will also analyze 

the cultural contexts in which it becomes acceptable to exchange a tour of death and destruction 

for something else. I will begin with a discussion of the singularized state of the tours, that in 

which residents were given tours of their own neighborhood to witness the aftermath of the 

destruction. I will then include a discussion of the tours given to politicians as the first instance 

of a commoditized tour. Finally, I will examine the progression of the commoditized 

commercialized bus tours and the efforts to re-singularize them. 

Tours for Residents 

 Many residents of sections of the Lower 9th Ward, one of the worst-hit neighborhoods 

after the breach of the levees, first viewed the destruction of their homes from the window of a 

bus during a guided tour. Between the end of October and mid-November of 2005, over 1,800 

people toured the Lower 9th Ward with the city-sponsored bus tours. The city ran twenty-minute 

tours daily from 8:00 to 4:30 pm and offered two routes, one that toured east of Caffin Avenue 

and one that traveled west. Residents were not allowed off of the bus to see their own homes. 

The tour stopped at only one point to allow the passengers to peer into a brick home and take 

pictures of what was supposedly an example of a typical flooded home (Filosa, 2005b). 

 The tours were the only option for these residents to view their neighborhood at that time. 

There was a ban on entrance to this section of the Lower 9th Ward up until December 1, 2005. 

Even after that date, residents were only allowed to “look and leave,” meaning residents could 

visit their homes, but could not stay overnight (Donze 2005). City officials offered multiple 

reasons for the long period when the streets were off-limits for residents. Mayor Nagin claimed 
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he enforced the ban to ensure the safety of residents (Donze 2005). Metal littered the streets, 

many homes were structurally unsound, and worries of toxic elements polluting the area were 

some of the safety concerns (Filosa 2005a). 

 It is clear from the reporting in the Times-Picayune, however, that the residents were 

unsatisfied with not only the slow response of clean-up efforts, but also with the tours, in 

particular. One man commented that without the ability to get off the bus and walk around, he 

could not get the closure he wanted (Filosa 2005b). Another tour participant commented, “That’s 

closure? You spend your life in a house and we are supposed to grieve passing by it in a bus for 

20 minutes?” (Filosa 2005a). A disconnect is apparent between what the residents desired and 

what the city thought was sufficient. A City Councilwoman told residents at a community 

meeting during this time that “the devastation is so great that ten or twenty minutes is sufficient. 

You don’t need to see it for an extended period of time” (Filosa 2005a). For this City 

Councilwoman, the tours were utilitarian. Their purpose was to show the residents the 

destruction in a broad sense, and a twenty-minute tour was sufficient for residents to get a sense 

of the state of their neighborhood. For the residents who were looking for closure, however, a 

cookie-cutter tour was lacking in substance. The residents did not want a sightseeing tour, as the 

Councilwoman envisioned it. These residents desired time to process the destruction and to deal 

with the reality of what they saw.  

 The Times Picayune published several scathing articles during this time concerning these 

tours. One reporter, Gwen Filosa, (2005b) mocked the tours in an article on November 11, 2005:  

This ramshackle neighborhood, the Lower 9th Ward, is now a sightseeing tour. Come see 

the houses that floodwaters knocked off their concrete slabs. See the white church on 

North Roman that collapsed in such a way that it appears to have melted. See the lawn 
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chair so perfectly stuck in a tree branch, 20 feet in the air. See the mattress stuck on a 

pole. 

By utilizing the word, “sightseeing,” and the gimmicky language of “come see,” this journalist is 

juxtaposing the language of a tour meant for pleasure with the language of the grim reality of 

touring the destruction of one’s property and confronting the death of one’s neighbors and 

possible family members. By doing so, the journalist is making a statement about the 

inappropriateness of the tours. Just a few paragraphs later, the reporter makes another stark 

contrast: “Prince Charles may have freely strolled across the dried muck near the broken levee 

walls during his visit to New Orleans last week, but those who own these properties have no 

royal passkey” (Filosa 2005b). Again, Filosa is utilizing sarcasm to point out the injustice of 

residents not being able to freely navigate their property and neighborhood. While city officials 

offered tours of the Lower 9th Ward as a sort of consolation in the absence of allowing residents 

full freedom to return to their homes, this reporter compared the tours to commercial tours and 

political tours in order to exemplify the disgrace of the act. This juxtaposition becomes all the 

more interesting when considering that the commercial, for-profit tours would begin in just over 

a month after the article was published. The tours offered to residents are an example of a 

singularized state of the Katrina tour; these tours were not intended for any sort of exchange. 

Political Tours 

 In contrast, the tours move out of the purely singularized state with the advent of the 

tours for politicians. In the months following the hurricane, and continuing until today, 

politicians have been taking tours of the devastated neighborhoods of New Orleans. In the winter 

of 2005 and spring of 2006, Louisianan politicians and non-profit activist groups began to 

actively persuade members of Congress to take a tour of the destruction of Hurricane Katrina in 
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New Orleans in the hopes of gaining additional federal aid. These tours mark the first time, in 

this essay, that the Katrina tour moves into the commodity phase and that Katrina has an 

exchange value, that of federal support. 

 Women involved with the non-profit group called Women of the Storm were perhaps the 

most active agents in trying to convince senators and representatives to tour New Orleans. In 

January of 2006, Women of the Storm sent around 130 women to D.C. to personally ask 

members of Congress to tour the devastation. They made another trip to Washington D.C. in 

September 2006 and continued through 2008 with other initiatives to encourage Washington 

politicians to come to New Orleans (Women of the Storm n.d.). The mission of the organization 

is as stated: 

To educate leaders and gain attention to the scale and breadth of devastation caused in the 

wake of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita by inviting all members of Congress and others who 

set the national agenda to visit New Orleans and coastal Louisiana to see first-hand the 

unprecedented damage, the challenges of rebuilding, the signs of progress, and how 

Louisiana’s recovery has direct impact on every state in the nation (Women of the Storm 

n.d.). 

The founder of the group, Anne Milling, explains, “The priority is to invite them to come. By 

seeing, they will understand what has happened to this city, this region” (Williams 2005).  

 The tours for politicians received a wealth of attention in the local press. Between 

December 2005 and March 2006, there were no less than six major articles and two editorials 

written in The Times Picayune about members of Congress touring Katrina. Many of the articles 

included statistics on how many members of the House and Senate had thus far taken the tour, 

implicitly emphasizing the many who had not yet come to New Orleans (Alpert 2005, Alpert 
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2006a, Williams 2006, Duncan 2006, Alpert 2006b, Alpert 2006c). On one weekend alone 32 

members of Congress took a joint bus tour (Alpert 2006b). Women of the Storm kept a tally of 

the visiting Congressmen through November 1, 2007, when 57 Senators and 132 Representatives 

had thus far visited New Orleans (Women of the Storm n.d.) 

 These discourses emphasized touring the destruction more than meetings with victims, 

viewing television footage or reading about the situation. Journalists covering these tours and the 

politicians taking the tours repeatedly used the cliché, “seeing is believing,” or some similar 

wording to convey the same idea. “It is impossible to understand the devastation unless you see 

it,” “saw with their own eyes,” “first-hand look,” “viewing this devastation,” and “seeing this 

devastation firsthand,” are just a few examples of the “seeing is believing” discourse (Alpert 

2005). There was a premium put on the gaze for understanding the destruction. 

 Why did the New Orleans community place such a high priority on giving tours of the 

destruction to the politicians? Here we see an instance of the commoditization of the destruction. 

For, the tours were not given for purely informational purposes, so that the senators could return 

to Washington and make knowledgeable decisions about policy regarding the recover efforts. 

The tours were given with the explicit intent to persuade the Congressman to vote favorably on 

specific bills, which would award more aid to reconstruction efforts. In December 2005 a 

journalist reported that Louisianan members of Congress were persuading colleagues to tour 

New Orleans as “a way to increase support for stronger levees and recovery assistance” (Alpert 

2005). The weekend where 32 Congressmen toured New Orleans came as the Bush 

administration proposed an additional $4.2 billion for reconstruction efforts, a bill that needed 

additional support from Congress to pass (Alpert 2006b). 
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 The tours were successful in these efforts in many ways. One Republican member of the 

House, Lynn Westmoreland from Georgia, initially voted in September 2005 against providing 

$52 million in aid to New Orleans, claiming fears that the money would be misused. However, 

after touring the destruction, Westmoreland said that when he returned to Washington, he would 

encourage more Congressional leaders to come to New Orleans. An equally skeptical 

representative commented that he was pleased with the relief efforts he saw and pledged more 

support (Duncan 2006). Representative Nick Rahall, a democrat from West Virginia, toured New 

Orleans in early December and returned to Washington to describe the sights on the House floor 

(Alpert 2006a). Women of the Storm (n.d.) cites $3 billion in additional aid to the Road Home 

program and $7 billion for the Water Resources Development Act as proof that the tours are 

getting results from Washington. 

 The Katrina disaster tours for politicians exist within a separate exchange sphere. An 

exchange sphere consists of singular items grouped together and made exchangeable with one 

another (Kopytoff 1986). For example, in the world of the Tiv of central Nigeria, subsistence 

items such as yams or cereals exist within one exchange sphere. An additional exchange sphere 

consists of prestige items such as cattle, slaves and medicines. A third exchange sphere consists 

of people, including wives and offspring. The items within an exchange sphere can be exchanged 

for other items in the same sphere, but are rarely exchanged for items in other spheres.  

Importantly, each sphere is regulated by its own rules and code of morality (Bohannan 1959, see 

also Kopytoff 1986). In the case of the Katrina tours, it would be inappropriate for the senators to 

pay with personal or campaign funds to tour the destruction. However, the politicians are paying 

for the tour with their bill-drafting and voting power. In exchange, they benefit by looking like 

concerned, compassionate leaders, and, presumably, raising their visibility and increasing their 
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chances of election or re-election. To again borrow from the case of the Tiv, for the Tiv, the 

latter two exchange spheres, those consisting of prestige items and people, are more singular and 

more sacred than the subsistence item sphere (Kopytoff 1986, p. 74).  Similarly, I posit that the 

exchange sphere consisting of tours for politicians and federal aid exists in a more singular and 

sacred sphere than the exchange sphere including commercial tours and monetary profit, which 

is the subject of the next section. 

Commercial Tours 

 On December 9, 2005, The Times-Picayune ran a story announcing that Gray Line, a 

company offering sightseeing tours around the world in addition to in New Orleans, would begin 

giving tours of the destruction caused by Hurricane Katrina and the breach of the levees 

(Mowbray 2005a). Greg Hoffman, Vice President and General Manager Gray Line New Orleans 

and New Orleans resident, was careful to explain the justification of the tours, undoubtedly 

aware that the tours could be interpreted as exploiting the pain of the victims for company profit. 

Hoffman insisted that he was at first resistant to give the tour, thinking it would be in poor taste 

and would intrude on the privacy of families trying to rebuild their lives.  

 What changed Hoffman’s mind? Gray Line announced the commercial tours in 

December, 2005, which was in the midst of the push to bring members of the House and the 

Senate to tour the destruction in order to gain support for reconstruction aid. Hoffmann claims 

that the success of these tours, the pledges of increased aid to New Orleans, inspired him to 

create a commercial tour. Hoffman told journalist Rebecca Mowbray (2005a), “We just want to 

get the point across to the visitors, ‘This is what happened, it’s severe, it’s going to take a while, 

and we need help from the federal government to rebuild” (Mowbray 2005a). How will the tours 

benefit New Orleans? First, Gray Line will donate three-dollars from every ticket to a local 
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charity of the tourist’s choice. Second, tourists are given a form letter in support of rebuilding 

New Orleans that tourists can mail to their states’ Congressional delegation. Lastly, sightseers 

are asked to sign a petition in favor of President Bush’s pledge to strengthen the levees (Eggler 

2006). Hoffman was also careful to mention that the tours will only go down main streets, and 

tourists will not be allowed to take pictures, apparently as an effort to protect the privacy he was 

previously anxious of violating (Mowbray 2005a). 

 Gray Line has received the most media attention because of its size and history in New 

Orleans, however, a smaller tour company, Tours by Isabelle, began giving tours of the 

devastation “many weeks” before Gray Line New Orleans (Eggler 2006). The company owner, 

Isabelle Cossart, said, like Hoffman, that she began offering the tours because New Orleans 

needed help. She hoped that her customers would go home and pressure Congress to send more 

aid. 

 The journalist that first wrote about the Gray Line tours published another article in The 

Times Picayune just five days after the article initially announcing the commercial tours 

(Mowbray 2005b). This article, however, had a very personal tone and was published in the 

editorial section of the paper. Mowbray wrote in resounding support of tourists coming to New 

Orleans and witnessing the destruction. She never mentioned the Gray Line tours, though she 

had reported on the subject less than a week earlier. Interestingly, the logic of her argument for 

touring New Orleans followed much the same reasoning as Hoffman’s. Her argument was 

framed by an anecdote of her travels in Thailand after the devastating title wave in December of 

2004. Like Hoffman, she began by claiming that she was always skeptical of “socially 

conscious” tourism. Tourism is a vacation, and nothing more, and people should call it what it is, 

she claimed. However, when she arrived in Phuket, she realized that her tourist dollars “probably 
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would help tsunami survivors get back on their feet.” Moreover, after talking with the people she 

encountered, she concluded that her vacation had humanized the disaster and had kept her 

connected with the disaster a year after it had occurred. She then said that, for those same 

reasons, tourism in New Orleans would make “allies” for New Orleans. She even went as far as 

stating “Send tourists, not condolences” (Mowbray 2005b). Like Hoffman, Mowbray first 

expressed skepticism over disaster tourism but then came to realize that tourism would benefit 

the city.  

 In these examples, residents justify disaster tourism of Hurricane Katrina through the 

benefits to the city and the victims, namely support for the recovery. However, immediately after 

Gray Line New Orleans gave their first bus tour on January 6, 2006, the New Orleans City 

Council voted to ban the tours in the Lower 9th Ward and eastern New Orleans (Eggler 2006). 

The measure states, “it is of paramount importance that these residents not be victimized again 

by having their ongoing suffering exploited and paraded for commercial gain, entertainment or 

amusement” (Eggler 2006). The measure was passed 5-0, with two absent members. One 

councilwoman remarked that tourism through hard-hit neighborhoods could increase national 

support for increased aid to those areas, but she voted for the ordinance without comment. In this 

measure, there was a resistance to commoditizing Katrina because it was seen as exploitation of 

suffering for entertainment and commercial gain.  

 The city council passed a resolution that mandated the re-singularization of Hurricane 

Katrina destruction. Kopytoff shrewdly notes that in complex societies it is often the state that 

precludes items from being commoditized. Furthermore, he writes that “power often asserts itself 

symbolically precisely by insisting on its right to singularize an object” (Kopytoff 1986, p. 73).  

In the case of the Katrina tours, the city council exerted its power to decommoditize the disaster. 



 12 

 Shortly after the measure was passed, a resident of eastern New Orleans wrote a letter in 

the Times-Picayune expressing outrage that the measure was passed without, according to the 

resident, consulting constituents about their opinions on the tours (Bertrand 2006). This resident 

claimed that the tours would bring much-needed attention to the devastation. As seen in the 

companies’ justifications, the City Council measure, and the subsequent editorials, the debate 

surrounding the tours has been framed as either bringing attention and aid to New Orleans or 

exploiting suffering residents for entertainment and profit. These have been blanket statements, 

not paying attention to the ways in which particular tours are run or to proof that tourism does 

have an affect on the amount of aid that is given to the city. 

 Months after the initial debates surrounding the measure to ban the tours in some areas, a 

second rationale for tours of the destruction emerged in the local discourse. Residents expressed 

a desire to ensure the event would be remembered and understood into the future. In an editorial 

titled Leave some misery for posterity, Jarvis DeBerry (2006) argued provocatively not only in 

favor of tours of the devastated neighborhoods, but that the city should leave one house per 

flooded neighborhood untouched, as “dark, smelly museums.”  “Let the world march through 

them so they may understand what it means to see all one’s worldly possessions destroyed,” 

DeBerry continued. DeBerry compared his proposed Hurricane Katrina museums to other 

memorials of events where people died “in mind-boggling numbers.”  The houses would serve as 

a memorial to the death and suffering of the Katrina victims. DeBerry specifically mentioned the 

protests of the tour company disaster tours and the many who regarded the tours as tasteless. He 

disagreed, however, believing that the destruction must be felt, rather than merely 

intellectualized. Moreover, he remembered disbelieving stories of Hurricane Betsy, a hurricane 

that decades earlier had flooded New Orleans and caused wide-spread devastation. He asserted 
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that if Hurricane Betsy can be forgotten, so, too, can Hurricane Katrina, only allowing the cycle 

to continue. 

 Lastly, I want to point out, that no where in the local media discourse during the first year 

post-Katrina have I seen anyone quoted as saying that the Katrina tours will bring much-needed 

tourist dollars to New Orleans. Tourists are praised, and needed, for their money spent. This was 

widely recognized. However, no one suggested that the Katrina tours or the spectacle of the 

destruction, alone, would attract visitors. In fact, many acknowledged that the destruction had 

greatly impeded tourism and created a distasteful image of the city for the rest of the country. 

Indeed, one survey showed that the pool of people who would consider coming to Louisiana had 

shrunk by one third as of April 2006 (Mowbray 2006). A full year after the hurricane, one 

journalist remarked about her time in San Francisco, “I learned that to many, New Orleans is 

done as a tourist destination, at least for the foreseeable future. The French Quarter? Filthy. The 

Garden District? Gone. Nothing to see now but the Devastation Tour. Not exactly your romantic 

getaway” (Faron 2006). Here, we see the destruction not as a voyeuristic allure, but as an 

obstacle for tourism.  

Commercial Tours Today 

 Much of the discourse on for-profit Katrina tours that I have provided thus far took place 

in the first year after the hurricane. These debates have largely disappeared from the local news, 

though it will take ethnographic research to discover how they have changed in the minds of 

local residents and tour operators. In any case, the tours seem to have become mainstream 

enough to no longer warrant significant media attention. What I can share here is how the tour 

companies present themselves on their websites and the language they use to discuss the Katrina 

tours. 
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 I have found eleven companies who boast tours specifically covering the Hurricane 

Katrina aftermath in New Orleans. It is very possible that there are additional small tour 

companies that offer this tour. Companies offer between one and three tours daily. Tours last 

between two and three-and-a-half hours and cost between $35 and $65 per adult. Many of these 

companies do not offer a New Orleans city tour that does not focus on Katrina, and, if they do 

offer a separate non-Katrina tour, the tour inevitably includes at least some portion on the 

neighborhoods worst hit by the destruction or on evidence of recovery. 

 The justifications that tour operators were so careful to make when the tours first began 

have now disappeared from the current tour company websites. I did not come across any 

companies who claimed to give any portion of profits to local recovery efforts. Nowhere did I 

see companies urging tourists to return home and contact their representatives in Congress. The 

only companies who seemed to be at all concerned with the possible negative perceptions of the 

tours were Gray Line Tours and Airboat Adventures. Gray Line Tours, the company mentioned 

above for being one of the first to offer tours and for heavily justifying those tours, offers a 

statement that the tours are given with the utmost sensitivity to the local residents and victims. A 

video on the website states that buses only go down major thoroughfares open to all vehicular 

traffic and that passengers will not be let off of the bus except at the refreshment break (Gray 

Line n.d.). Airboat Adventures states that they do not post pictures of the Hurricane Katrina 

Tour out of respect for the privacy of residents, however, they guarantee participants are 

“provided with many incredible photo opportunities throughout the tour” (Airboat Adventures 

n.d.). Refraining from posting pictures online seems a small gesture when they will, instead, be 

bringing a busload of camera-touting tourists through the same areas. 
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 It is only fair to note that the majority of companies seem committed to educating tourists 

about the causes of the devastation, the lack of federal response following the hurricane, the 

recovery efforts, and the immense amount of work still to be done. The websites seem to focus, 

however, on the drama and trauma of the hurricane, utilizing dramatic language such as 

“America’s Worst Catastrophe!” (Gray Line n.d.), “the real Katrina Tour” (Airboat Adventures 

n.d.), “Our signature tour!” (Celebration Tours n.d.), and “No trip to New Orleans would be 

complete without seeing…some of the areas affected by Katrina’s flood waters” (Louisiana Tour 

Company n.d.). These phrases, among other equally touristy, gimmicky language, suggest an 

increasingly commoditized state of the Hurricane Katrina tour. 

 In the first year after the hurricane, the tours could be seen as resisting a purely 

commoditized state due to their stated purpose of educating the rest of the country, bringing aid 

through pressuring Congress, and providing a memorial atmosphere. However, the combination 

of the lack of mention of donations or political support and the gimmicky marketing language 

suggests that the tours are becoming increasing commoditized in the eyes of the tour companies 

and the tourists. Perhaps enough time has passed from the disaster to allow profit to be made 

without public outrage or personal guilt. Because my evidence comes only from the websites of 

the tour companies, this analysis applies to the period leading up to and including the point of 

purchase of the tickets, only. I predict, though this would need to be confirmed with further 

research, that the tour again takes a singularized state during the actual tours for both the guide 

and the participants. Indeed, Kopytoff (1986) asserts that no item ever reaches the state of pure 

commodity, and I anticipate that if further ethnographic would be done on the tours after the 

point of purchase, a re-singularized state would be evident. 

Conclusion: Contested Meanings 
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 In his work on Hurricane Katrina, Kevin Fox Gotham (2007) demonstrates that there is a 

paradoxical nature to presenting disasters as spectacles. Through mass media presentation, 

commercial tours, and souvenirs, political and economic elites present Katrina as a form of 

amusement that abstracts the tragedy from the reality of human suffering and produces passive 

consumers. However, these examples of spectacle also contain the possibility “for new 

expressions of opposition and resistance against social exclusion” (Gotham 2007, p. 95). For, in 

the case of Katrina, the media coverage did not just produce passive viewers, but also shed light 

on the many underlying race and poverty problems in New Orleans. Similarly, souvenirs have 

not just allowed profit off of the destruction, but many have expressed political views criticizing 

the response to Katrina and the underlying causes of the disaster (Gotham 2007). 

 It has been my aim to illustrate a similarly messy picture of the social life of the Katrina 

commodity. This story has not been one of a gradual, straight path to ever-increasing 

commoditization. Rather, the battle over commoditization and singularization has taken many 

forms. As the Katrina tour took on new formations, there existed multiple points of contestation 

and approval. When residents were crowded onto buses in the absence of liberty to roam their 

neighborhood freely, many resisted. When some in Washington wanted to ignore New Orleans, 

residents, local politicians, and media banded together to make sure their needs were seen by 

encouraging tours. Finally, the debates surrounding the commercial tours are the most complex. 

Tour companies at first justified the tours and excluded the language of profit. Politicians tried to 

ban the tours, only to be met by angry constituents. Local people were torn in their opinions.  

Some believed the tours would bring aid and attention and offer a means for remembering and 

honoring the dead. Others saw profit-making companies, entertainment at the expense of 

suffering, and an attack on the privacy of grieving residents. Through this research, I quickly 



 17 

learned that the question is not, “Is it morally and socially acceptable to profit off of the deaths of 

so many New Orleanians?”  The question has become, “in what ways can the tours draw 

attention to the underlying social problems in New Orleans through either drawing protestation 

to the tours or through the knowledge gained on the tours?” Thus, this social biography of the 

Katrina tour has not only tracked phases of commoditization and singularization, but has 

demonstrated that aid, empathy, knowledge and memorialization can all be an outcome of 

commoditizing Katrina.   

 

 


