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Abstract
The study of Hurricane Katrina’s anniversary coverage in a dozen national and local 
mainstream outlets and six books explored whether the journalism followed the ‘typical’ 
commemoration patterns that press historians have described. Nationally, the press 
demonized New Orleans as an example of what the country needed to avoid – 
politically, economically, structurally, morally. Locally, the press did not set agendas, but 
rather focused on the importance of ritual in recreating a lost community. Instead of 
creating a mnemonic quagmire, these seemingly disparate narratives sought to restore 
faith in American redemption, collectively, at a time of national unrest. Such research 
exemplifies the tension between dominant institutions of the press, government and 
the Church, how authority is asserted, and the process by which all of this plays out 
in the news media, forming collective memory according to national ideals and local 
interests.
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In late August 2005, Hurricane Katrina destroyed New Orleans, a catastrophe exacer-
bated by inadequate federal, state and local response. The press descended upon 
that southeastern city, braving fetid conditions, calling offi cials to task and organizing 
fund-raisers. In the days that followed, the media promptly named itself the hero of 
the entire crisis (Fry, 2006). Soon after, however, the news organizations pulled their 
reporters from the cities, only returning to do the occasional story about recovery 
progress (Donze, 2006; Grace, 2006; Kurtz, 2006). The press came under attack for 
abandoning the city as it turned its attention to the budding presidential campaigns 
and continuing Iraqi war. When the press did check in, it was accused of ‘missing the 
“real” story’ (Heitman, 2006). That is, until the anniversary of the terrible hurricane 
approached. In late August 2006, the press once again took up its post in New Orleans, 
and began the process of turning the event into collective memory.
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Collective memory making is a ritual of the press that has been well documented 
by scholars of journalism (Davis, 1988; Kammen, 1993; Kitch, 2005; Schudson, 1992; 
Zelizer, 1992). These fi rst anniversaries correct and solidify the prior year’s fi rst drafting 
of the nation’s history writing according to present-day situations. In commemorating, 
the press (re)establishes itself as an American institution with the authority to tell 
society about itself (Davis, 1988; Zelizer, 1992). With the chaos of the event behind 
them, journalists seek to separate reality from illusion and contemplate the lessons 
learned (Kammen, 1993). Davis suggested that such events are meant to reassure 
society that our ‘human institutions within the fl ow of time are permanent’ (Davis, 
1988: 134). But what happens when our societal institutions such as the government 
and the press are still failing in their roles a year after the initial chaos? What form can 
the re-remembering take? The study of this coverage in a dozen mainstream outlets 
as well as six books written by national and local journalists explored how the press 
overcame criticisms of abandonment in the past year, and whether the anniversary 
reporting followed the ‘typical’ commemorative patterns that journalism historians 
have described.

The fi ndings in this article suggest a template for the collective memory that will 
endure about Hurricane Katrina and the devastation of New Orleans. The journalism 
provided an arena for an institutional power stand-off between government, the press 
and the community of New Orleans. The press seized the opportunity to contrast itself 
with the government, which failed the public in this crisis. Nationally, the press dem-
onized New Orleans as an example of what the country needed to avoid – politically, 
economically, structurally, morally. Locally, the press did not set agendas, but rather 
focused on the importance of ritual in recreating a lost community. Instead of creating 
a mnemonic quagmire, though, these seemingly disparate national and local narratives 
depoliticized and then repoliticized Hurricane Katrina memory in a way that restored a 
certain faith in American redemption, collectively, at a time of national unrest.

Beyond the specifi c case of this disaster, this study also offers an opportunity to 
document how collective memory is formed according to national ideals and local 
interests. Such research exemplifi es the tension between dominant institutions, how 
authority is asserted and the process by which all of this plays out in the press.

MEANING MAKING FOR AMERICA’S INSTITUTIONS

The press has evolved into one of America’s political institutions with the authority to tell 
people about their worlds (Cook, 1998; Schudson, 1995; Sparrow, 1999; Zelizer, 1990). 
Their standardized news stories tend to reaffi rm the existing institutions, including 
government, school, the Church and the press according to society’s political hierarchy of 
power relations (Cook, 1998). Scholars have also acknowledged that the rituals of news-
gathering and then news consuming help in the ‘creation, representation, and celebration 
of shared even if illusory beliefs’ (Carey, 1992[1989]: 43). Together, journalists exercise an 
interpretive community through refl exivity and repair-work in news stories; their stories 
tend to mirror each other, rendering a cultural practice that creates and perpetuates 
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a continually evolving societal identity for America (Bennett et al., 1985; Zelizer, 
1997[1993]). All of this is done through source selection, story placement, word choice, 
visual effects, tone, labeling, amount of exposure, nuance and innuendo (Parenti, 1993).

Ultimately, the stories of any particular issue, taken together, help people decide what 
to think about (Cohen, 1963) and set an agenda for society politically, economically, 
culturally, socially and even individually (McCombs and Shaw, 1972). News coverage 
helps resolve ambiguity in people’s lives and functions as a part of their institutional 
foundation (Ball-Rokeach and DeFleur, 1976; Cook, 1998; Sparrow, 1999). In academic 
literature, journalists have been dubbed the nation’s storytellers, amateur psych-
ologists, patriots, shapers of events, soothsayers, watchdogs and custodians of fact 
(Bird and Dardenne, 1988; Jamieson and Waldman, 2001; Zelizer, 2005).

MEMORY OF CRISIS IN AMERICAN NEWS MEDIA

When a crisis happens in America, these standardized practices of the press are engaged 
(Tuchman, 1997[1973]). In some ways this has meant that journalists lose perspective 
and ‘can’t see the crisis for all the crises’ (Maher and Chiasson Jr, 1995: 221). The im-
plicit role for the press is as much to stabilize society in the wake of crisis as it is to 
report on it:

While we think of the press as geared to crisis and sensationalism, often its task is 
just the opposite, dedicated to the graying of reality, blurring popular grievances and 
social inequities. In this muted media reality, those who raise their voices too strongly 
against the bland tide can be made to sound quite shrill. (Parenti, 1993: 203)

When the crisis becomes problematic for the power elite, these offi cials try to spin the 
information or otherwise engage in ‘redressive actions’ that redirect the story frame 
(Turner, 1975: 39–41).

When the anniversary of these crises approaches, the press begins a process of 
re-remembering (Edy, 1999; Sturken, 1997). This is done largely through a ritualized 
narratizing (Edy, 1999; Kitch, 2005; Lambeck and Antze, 1996; Schudson, 1992; Zelizer, 
1992). ‘Through acts of memory, (people) strive to render their lives in meaningful 
terms. This entails connecting the parts into a more or less unifi ed narrative in which 
they identify with various narrative types – hero, survivor, victim, guilty perpetrator, etc.’ 
(Lambeck and Antze, 1996: xviii). Lambeck and Antze were referring to how people 
reconstruct memories with psychologists and for historians, but the same holds true 
for journalists (Edy, 1999; Kitch, 2005; Zelizer, 1992). In this process, only a fraction of 
the event is remembered, and it is done so in a political or at least a hegemonic way 
(Pennebaker, 1997; Sturken, 1997). This narrative is meant to help people move 
forward, by reformulating the past according to present culture in a way that will 
anticipate the challenges ahead (Archibald, 2002; Halbwachs, 1992; Rosenzweig and 
Thelen, 1998; Sturken, 1997).

Scholars have argued that bringing up the past is sometimes a way of avoiding the 
blame or accountability for current atrocities. It is a way of keeping the current societal 
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machine functioning sans chaos. Thus, these tales of the past are also ‘framed’ in that 
they call on past and current symbols, metaphors and images to refl ect the crisis in a way 
that offers redemption and hope – or at the very least, explanation (Schwartz, 1998). 
For example, Carolyn Kitch (2005) documented how the heroic fi refi ghter came to 
symbolize American resurrection in the aftermath of the September 11, 2001 terrorist 
attacks. The juxtaposition of the heroic, honorable fi remen with stories of the (politically 
problematic) Iraq War in American magazines justifi ed a contemporary crisis.

A STUDY OF HURRICANE KATRINA

When Hurricane Katrina hit, killing some 1500 people, researchers found that mainstream 
journalism rushed to reassure people that societal institutions such as government, the 
Church, or the press, were intact (Kitch and Hume, 2008). For example, Meehan (2006) 
found a certain ‘rational religiosity’ permeated coverage of Bush’s visits to Katrina 
shelters, where the president was cast as the shepherd or savior to the fl ocks seeking 
comfort from a higher power. In other scholarship on Katrina, the press was found to 
have portrayed itself as heroic (Fry, 2006) and as authoritative (Littlefi eld and Quenette, 
2007). But by August 2006, the city remained a pit of despair, with criticism being levied 
at both the government and the media. The moment of the crisis had yet to pass, though 
the moment of the fi rst anniversary – traditionally a time to reconfi gure the meaning of 
that crisis – was at hand. This dichotomy offered a chance to explore memory making 
during a particularly challenging situation. This article sought to explore the ultimate 
lessons of Hurricane Katrina, the resilience of stumbling institutions, and the press’ 
role in memory construction of a particularly ambiguous crisis – one that called into 
question American strength and competence.

Informed by the literature review, the following research questions guided the 
study: (1) What were the collective memories of Hurricane Katrina a year after the event? 
(2) What role did the press play in the formation of the collective memory, particularly 
in relation to America’s other institutions? (3) What were the agendas posed in this 
collective memory for society to stabilize and move forward, if there were any? After a 
preliminary analysis revealed distinct differences between local and national collective 
memories, a fi nal research question was added to nuance the discussion: (4) How did 
local reporters write about this anniversary differently from national journalists?

The sample for this article comprised both national and local news coverage of the 
fi rst anniversary of Hurricane Katrina between 24 August 2005 and 10 September 2006: 
Anniversary articles in CNN, National Public Radio, The New York Times, USAToday, The 
Los-Angeles Times, Time Magazine, Newsweek, US News & World Report, The Times-
Picayune, and New Orleans television stations WWLTV, and WDSU – in all, about 200 
news articles, video and radio broadcast stories. In addition, the sample included six 
journalist-generated anniversary publications. Three of the books were authored by 
national reporters (Dallas Morning News, 2006; CNN, 2006; Time Magazine, 2006), 
and three by local reporters (The Times-Picayune Staff, 2006; Horne, 2006; McQuaid and 
Schleifstein, 2006).
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The study entailed textual analysis, which reveals the social production of meaning 
and the strategic discourse. The method focuses on the representations captured in 
the words, visuals, sounds or other media elements that form the text. Within textual 
analysis, researchers employ narrative analysis to uncover structures and themes. The 
main goal is to discover all the possible interpretations of the text’s meaning for society 
at large. In narrative analyses of the news, researchers have defi ned common themes 
(i.e. Lule, 2001), identifi ed sources of credibility (i.e. Zelizer, 1992) and connected the 
journalistic narrative with cultural trends (i.e. Kitch, 2005).

Specifi cally, this research followed Gamson and Lasch’s understanding that news 
coverage represents a signature matrix. ‘The idea elements in a culture do not exist in iso-
lation but are grouped into more of less harmonious clusters or interpretive packages’, 
explained Gamson and Lasch (1983: 198). The idea elements for Gamson and Lasch 
and for this article included:

• Metaphors/catchphrases/imagery: How was the information relayed and char-
acterized? For example, ‘Helluva job, Brownie’ politicized the anniversary because 
it evokes the ironic praise of the President to the director of the botched emergency 
response to the catastrophe. An image of a ‘fl ag’ symbolizes patriotism; an image 
of ‘Jesus’ indicated rebirth or sacrifi ce.

• Past/present exemplars: A 9/11 terrorist attack reference connected the natural 
disaster with a man-made one that led the nation into war.

• Character depictions: What sources were included? How active/passive were 
they? What did they say?

• Roots: Inferences about the cause of the hurricane such as the ‘sins of New Orleans’.

• Consequences: Inferences about the results of policy or action taken; what blue-
print for the future is implied?

• Appeals to principle: Values in the narrative such as faith in God or American 
ingenuity.

The resulting matrixes composed a meta-discourse of the anniversary coverage 
as well as a blueprint for how collective memory is formed. Each sample story was read 
through three times: once to distinguish the main theme according to the matrix, once 
to discern the role of the press as an institution in the narrative and once to note the 
local or national agenda being proposed. The next three sections of this article reveal 
the results of these analyses as answers to the research questions; the overall signature 
matrix is depicted as a table in the conclusion.

KATRINA’S COLLECTIVE MEMORIES: ‘THE STORM 
THAT CHANGED AMERICA’

The ultimate memory that tends to endure after a specifi c tragedy or crisis is colored by 
the politics of the current era and its culture, as well as the particular social group per-
forming the remembering (Halbwachs, 1992; Kitch, 2005; Sturken, 1997; Zelizer, 1992). 
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The overall story arising from the anniversary coverage was refl ective of American 
values such as determinism and pluck. In all, the analysis uncovered 18 different 
themes, including ‘rebirth,’ ‘politics,’ and ‘ritualization.’ Many of the themes present 
in the Hurricane Katrina anniversary coverage related to Gans’s (1979) categories of 
American values such as individual ingenuity, democracy and responsible capitalism, 
as in this US News & World Report article: ‘If there’s anything that’s come out of this 
whole enterprise that has major signifi cance, it’s this whole concept of democratic 
process and self-determination’ (Mulrine, 2006: 44). Strong themes throughout the 
coverage included that the individual American embodies the power to control his or 
her own fate.

You know, it’s beyond humbling just to know that we really do live in the greatest 
country in the world … we don’t need the government to step in and do that – 
I mean we do need certain aspects of their help, but that at the grass roots level, you 
know, we get our hands and knees dirty and we do it. (Simon, 2006)

Here, the press substitutes a concept – that of American ingenuity – for an institution 
that failed – the government. Retelling individual survival stories was ubiquitous 
(CNN, 2006; The Times-Picayune Staff, 2006). Newsweek tracked down baby Faith 
Figueroa, who had been on the 19 September 2005 cover, and recorded her celebrating 
her second birthday with a cake and two lit candles:

Starting anew: Tiny Faith Figueroa was on our Sept. 19, 2005 cover, her tears a 
reminder of the suffering endured by so many … When we found them again, 
Faith was back home in the Ninth Ward, in time to celebrate her second birthday. 
(Thomas et al., 2006: 35)

Faith’s story represents the narrative of all survivors: it matters that her name is Faith, 
and that she is a child growing up and ‘starting anew’. This form of ritual refl ects the 
third stage of the grief process described by researcher Carolyn Kitch (2003): society 
reminds itself what is most important in the wake of tragedy and renews its faith 
in age-old values. Little Faith is a symbol of this opportunity for redemption by her 
perseverance – a major theme in both sets of coverage.

Indeed, it was the people (of New Orleans, of America) who formed an institution 
that worked effectively and in an orderly way. One iconic image of the tragedy exempli-
fi ed this point as it appeared over and over in the anniversary coverage: The feet of 
Jeremiah Ward, shod with makeshift shoes made from two cigar boxes that read ‘Keep 
Moving’ (Dallas Morning News, 2006: 37). This photo depicted the narrative symbolism 
of the collective memory being constructed here: (1) The plight of the people refl ected 
by the bare, dirty feet; (2) the ingenuity needed to resolve the situation; and, fi nally, 
(3) the ironic message to the country to ‘keep moving,’ despite inadequate support. 
Several stories explained how to prepare for the next hurricane in a way that highlighted 
the American characteristic to survive (Grissett, 2006). Over and over, the press assured 
its audiences that the American community would step in when other institutions failed: 
‘Still other campaigns were the work of outsiders, many with religious affi liations, 
who assembled civilian armies to feed and clothe countless hurricane victims …’ 

235-253 MSS_102054.indd   240235-253 MSS_102054.indd   240 1/20/2009   2:54:07 PM1/20/2009   2:54:07 PM
Process BlackProcess Black



 ROBINSON ‘WE ARE ALL THERE’ 241

(Krupa, 2006). In this article, the reporter even likened individuals to ‘armies’ – a word 
connoting an institutional machine, a tool for the country’s power.

But local and national reporters differed in the way they presented their ideas of 
community and America. Note the disparate emphasis as depicted in the bar graph in 
Figure 1 comparing local and national themes in the anniversary coverage.

The national press suggested that New Orleans represented America, as in the 
Time Magazine book titled The Storm that Changed America: ‘When Hurricane Katrina 
came to the city of Fat Tuesday on a stormy Monday morning, it attacked not just 
homes and buildings: it also attacked an idea of a city that is deeply rooted in America’s 
history and culture’ (Time Magazine, 2006: 32). And yet this and other national 
accounts actively distanced New Orleans and what was happening there from the rest 
of the country. The people of New Orleans should never have built there in the fi rst 
place (Thomas et al., 2006); they were not adequately prepared with fl ood insurance 
or escape routes (Ripley, 2006). The national press implied that New Orleans did not 
measure up to the American ideal:

The crisis in New Orleans has now been reduced to a matter of government fi nancing 
for rebuilding homes while reviving the business community. But the real rebuilding 
project on the Gulf Coast requires bringing new energy to confronting the poverty 
of spirit. Because that’s what was tearing down the city, long before Hurricane 
Katrina. (Williams, 2006)

Indeed, many national stories portrayed New Orleans as a problem child whose morals 
had long been decaying (Konigsmark, 2006; Time Magazine, 2006). This mirrored Jack 
Lule’s 2001 cataloguing of the ‘fl ood’ narrative, in which the press helps its audience 
fi nd some reason for the catastrophe, usually in the form of a scapegoat, in order to 
make sense of the incomprehensible. Reporters writing for national press used words 
such as ‘you’ to refer to New Orleans, rather than the ‘us’ and ‘we’ found in coverage 
of other national atrocities, such as 9/11 (Kitch, 2005).

Instead, the national press used the anniversary as a way to politicize what happened 
in order to discuss current political affairs (Kornblut and Nossiter, 2006; Nossiter, 2006b; 
Rich 2006). In these stories, the press was the watchdog, separating reality from illusion 
(Gordon, 2006c; Jackson, 2006); 23 percent of the national stories contained this theme 
compared to 6 percent of local stories:

Mr. Mayor, everyone has been watching you over the course of the last three days. 
I’m no exception … You’ve talked about being ready and prepared if another 
hurricane comes through. But it seems to me, even looking at it from its most 
optimistic point, it’s hard to believe that you’d be ready for yet another hurricane 
with the devastation you've suffered. (Gordon, 2006c)

This resulted in the construction of two stories: the political one and the ‘real’ one, 
according to the press. ‘President Bush travels to the Gulf Coast this week, ostensibly to 
mark the fi rst anniversary of Hurricane Katrina. Everyone knows his real mission: to try 
to make us forget the fi rst anniversary of the downfall of his presidency’ (Rich, 2006: 10). 
Another story combined politics with the ritual of the anniversary:
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As bells rang out through the streets, citizens gathered for prayer services and 
residents hung banners in front of their tattered homes to commemorate the 
anniversary of the storm, Mr. Bush sought to do what he had not accomplished 
a year earlier: Demonstrate his depth of understanding about the emotional and 
physical toll Katrina took on New Orleans. (Kornblut and Nossiter, 2006: 1)

When people were quoted as refusing to participate in the offi cial commemoration 
ceremonies, the reporters framed their choice as a political one (Chadwick and Brand, 
2006; Lipton, 2006). Reporters cued readers with metaphors and exemplars when a 
political re-remembering was at hand: ‘Illuminated by lights fi t for a Hollywood movie 
set, President Bush stood in New Orleans’ Jackson Square on Sept. 15 and tried to 
reassure Americans that the darkened and fl ood-ravaged city would be saved’ (‘Or help 
the nation’s poor,’ 2006). Another reporter discussed the importance of uncovering the 
‘full picture’ of the tragedy:

As we look back a year later … news accounts don’t always give you the full picture, 
and I think at some point people were of the belief that New Orleans was making a 
comeback … often when you see these little 10-second snippets, you see the best 
of New Orleans, but there is still a lot of work to do. (Gordon, 2006a)

At fi rst, it appears that the press is undermining its own coverage by suggesting that 
the news accounts do not refl ect reality. In actuality, though, CNN Anchor Ed Gordon 
was reminding the public that the very purpose of anniversary coverage is to show the 
real story. Thus, the piece served to reinforce the notion that the system polices itself.

Reality versus illusion was also a signifi cant theme of the local anniversary coverage, 
but New Orleans’s writers steered clear of political memory making for the most part 
(Pope, 2006). Local reporters dedicated much more space and time to the content of 
the rituals than they did national political situations (21 percent versus 12 percent). 
Decisions to stay away from the formal commemorative events were characterized as a 
way to mourn privately or to rebuild (Nolan, 2006). They named the dead, for example, 
and recorded specifi c personal memories of loved ones. A Times-Picayune story used 
the anniversary to say ‘thank you’ (Wolfram, 2006). The local anniversary coverage 
contained more references to God: ‘Others rest on blind faith, refusing to believe the 
place they call home will die in the face of adversity. ‘God wouldn’t destroy what he 
intends on restoring’” (Lee, 2006a). The local coverage used the musical heritage of 
New Orleans to create new rituals within the journalism, as in these WSDU videos called 
‘Katrina Songs by Kids’ (Allen, 2006) and ‘Song for New Orleans’ (WDSU, 2006a).

In another difference, the local press rejected the national press’s evocation of 9/11 
terrorist attacks and the Iraq War. For example, several nationally published articles made 
note of how many New Orleans guardsmen were unavailable to help in the recovery 
process because they are were in Iraq (Gordon, 2006b; Time Magazine, 2006); yet not 
one local story in this sample mentioned the lack of guardsmen. Instead, the local press 
addressed negative impressions of the city, its people, its looters, its wayward police 
offi cers and its actions a year prior. The pillaging, read one article, ‘could be forgiven, 
only more so as the week dragged on without the federal government fi guring out how 
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to mount an effective relief effort’ (The Times-Picayune Staff, 2006: 63). Police offi cers 
who had been accused of abandoning their posts were given a chance to explain 
themselves (Lee, 2006b; Moran, 2006). Even the rapists at the convention center were 
given a pass: ‘The men driven to rape were themselves victims of the chaos in which 
the whole city found itself … They were not the monsters of depravity evoked in media 
accounts’ (Horne, 2006: 116). Such stories reminded people that New Orleans was 
worth saving, but also that the institutions consisted of ‘real’ people.

Such declarations shifted the discussion of the hurricane, and repositioned memory 
of the crisis toward resolving the uncertainty and fear that came with the government’s 
inadequacy.

THE ROLE OF THE PRESS: ‘THE IMPORTANT THING 
HERE WAS TO TELL THE STORY’

In a time of crisis, the press is meant to resolve ambiguity (Ball-Rokeach and DeFleur, 1976); 
a year later, its job as a key witness is to help the nation process its grief in a way that 
allows the country to move forward (Carlson, 2007; Kitch, 2003; Zelizer, 1992). The an-
niversary coverage of Hurricane Katrina followed similar patterns, despite the fact that 
media faced accusations of abandoning their posts in the intervening months.

In this Katrina anniversary coverage, reporters became the mediators of the 
remembering – a refl ection of Kitch’s concept of news coverage as the grieving process 
itself: ‘You wake up in the morning and I used to just read the comics in the newspaper. 
Now I run out to see what the front page news is’ (Elliott, 2006). Anniversary stories 
embodied the ritual: WWL-TV published 750 names of people whose deaths were 
attributed to Hurricane Katrina. In this National Public Radio interview, a man expressed 
an intensely private piece of information – something he refused to share with any 
friend – in a radio broadcast: ‘Staying up there, laying on the concrete, many nights 
I cried. I didn’t let nobody see me cry, but it was nothing nice.’ (Elliott, 2006). In this 
way, people seemed to consider the press as a national ‘counselor’ for that which 
could not be endured alone. These fi ndings demonstrate how the press had become an 
integral, internalized part of the commemorating process for these citizens.

But even within these depictions of the press as an institutional champion, there 
were differences between local and national narrative roles. The national press used 
self-refl exivity to remind people that it had been a witness to the crisis (Kurtz, 2006; 
Leibovich, 2006; Lukas, 2006; Stanley, 2006). ‘If you had been with us in the Superdome, 
Matt’, the anchor of The NBC Nightly News replied, ‘this would be your cause’ (Stanley, 
2006: 19). This provided a sense that the press was qualifi ed to tell this story. Other 
reporters portrayed themselves as impartial yet caring helpers whose gumption would 
bring people the story. ‘One of my cameramen has worked with a broken foot since 
9:00 o'clock this morning to try to get this story to you’ (Cooper, 2006b). And, later in 
the same anniversary special: ‘They’d come up to you, begging to use your cell phone, 
your satellite phone … We tried to give it to as many people as possible’ (Cooper, 
2006b). In these pieces, the reporters made themselves out to be omniscient narrators 

235-253 MSS_102054.indd   244235-253 MSS_102054.indd   244 1/20/2009   2:54:08 PM1/20/2009   2:54:08 PM
Process BlackProcess Black



 ROBINSON ‘WE ARE ALL THERE’ 245

and rescuers from the outside world – in contrast to the ‘victims’ of the hurricane who 
had to wait for somebody else to help them (O’Brien et al., 2006).

Meanwhile, the local press actively positioned itself as a member of the New Orleans 
community (51 percent of the local stories depicted reporters as either witnesses, 
heroes or victims, compared to 33 percent in the national coverage). On the anniversary, 
WDSU (2006b) published interviews with the reporters who covered the tragedy, 
confi ding in a darkened room, crying and relating personal anecdotes of their own 
losses. They expressed pride at helping to save lives. They discussed rebuilding. These 
journalists transformed into New Orleans citizens fi rst, simultaneously heroes (in need of 
praise) and victims (in need of therapy) (Hoss, 2006). In these local reports, coverage 
of Katrina’s anniversary was not a ‘cause’ so much as a therapeutic exercise. These 
reporters struggled in a very public way to explain the tragedy (Arredondo, 2006):

The journalists who covered Katrina and who wrote, illustrated and created this book 
are better chroniclers for having experienced the tragedy fi rsthand, for having seen the 
devastation in their own homes and neighborhoods. Though impassioned, they have 
never lost sight of the facts. They vigilantly debunked myths and exaggerations about 
New Orleans after the storm. They investigated the causes of the levee failures, a civil 
engineering disgrace of historic dimension. And they have made themselves experts in 
explaining the complexity of our reordered world. (The Times-Picayune Staff, 2006: 1)

Journalists found meaning from within the institution of the press – which did not 
falter in the face of chaos (CNN, 2006; The Dallas Morning News, 2006; Horne, 2006; 
Time Magazine, 2006; The Times-Picayune Staff, 2006).

In both sets of coverage, reporters were able to repair the impression that they had 
abandoned the city during the previous year. They wanted to prove to people that they 
had returned (as opposed to the government) (Gold, 2006; Thomas et al., 2006). Their 
absence in the previous months was explained in terms of keeping their audiences’ 
attention (Kurtz, 2006). The lesson of this tragedy’s anniversary for Americans is that 
the press can be relied on in times of crisis: ‘Soledad, tonight a year since Katrina, 
trailers wasted, deadlines unmet, money unspent or misspent and promises not kept. 
Still, we’re keeping them honest, looking for progress’ (Cooper, 2006a). Reporters had 
to reiterate that their role was to reassure people not only that society’s core values 
remained intact, but also that the press is pivotal in keeping them as such:

What happened in New Orleans last year was that rare event in which truth 
outstripped human imagination, a clear before and after in the ongoing story of 
a great American city, an event that gave every New Orleanian a story, a thread in 
our common narrative … A disaster is a story, the editors tell us, one that inspires 
different narratives – narratives of resilience, redemptive narratives, occasionally 
toxic narratives. (Larson, 2006)

In other words, the press will always be there to tell the story that matters, this last 
quote implied. ‘People will tell and retell their story now and in the years to come. 
‘Where were you? Did you leave? Did you stay? What happened?’ The important thing 
here was to tell the story’ (Kemp, 2006).
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THE AGENDAS SET: ‘WE’RE BASKING IN JOY, REBIRTH 
AND THE FUTURE’

Upon refl ection of crises, the media strive to craft the story with a beginning, middle 
and end so that the whole asserts an agenda, reinforces a particular ideological social 
control and positions coverage of a new story (Altheide, 2002). In all, the coverage con-
tained a dozen different agendas, as laid out in Figure 2, with discernible differences 
between local and national coverage

The local press reconnected the community of New Orleans by producing morals 
about the strength of home, family and community identity. (About 33 percent of the 
local stories asked people only to remember in some manner, and 18 percent contained 
no discernable agenda whatsoever.) The national press, however, set a political agenda 
to fi x the New Orleans mess – a lesson for the rest of America. (A quarter of the national 
stories called for federal money to rebuild New Orleans.)

The main goal of the local reporters was not to set agendas, but rather to reconnect 
people with the community that was New Orleans, and themselves along with it. ‘We 
all have the chance to do it right this time in so many aspects of our personal and com-
munity lives’ (Farris, 2006). In other stories, the local press concentrated on memory 
repair. Anniversary stories showed local offi cials fi xing the impressions left from coverage 
a year prior. For example, police offi cers held well-publicized ceremonies to honor their 

FIGURE 2 Katrina anniversary agendas: national vs. local coverage
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ranks, actively downplaying or refuting that some of their ranks had abandoned their 
post (Moran, 2006; Nolan, 2006). Other stories concentrated on the day’s ceremonies, 
without setting a particular agenda:

Serio acknowledged the irony of starting the new school year on Katrina’s anniversary, 
and the emotional signifi cance of the date, given the losses endured by many of his 
students over the past year. ‘The hurt is incredible,’ he said. ‘You cannot help but 
refl ect on a day like this.’ School offi cials planned a Mass in conjunction with the 
abbey community to recognize the anniversary. But Serio also stressed the need for 
students to move forward and celebrate the beginning of a new year and a new 
chapter in Hannan’s 20-year history. ‘We’re not basking in hurt,’ he said. ‘We’re 
basking in joy, rebirth and the future … They’re not thinking about the hurricane 
anymore.’ (Hurwitz, 2006)

In one story, the anniversary rituals were likened to a ‘day-long funeral’ (Chapple, 2006). 
All of these stories served to counter national coverage that New Orleans was somehow 
lost: ‘Set against the backdrop of Hurricane Katrina’, went one promotion for a local 
television station’s video on the hurricane, ‘these one-of-a-kind specials reveal how 
everyday people responded gallantly and heroically in the midst of one of the worst 
natural disasters in American history. Their sense of loss gave birth to a new sense of 
community and a renewed feeling of hope. In the face of overwhelming odds, New 
Orleans prevailed’ (WSDU, 2006a).

As in past atrocities (Sturken, 1997; Zelizer, 1992), the national press vowed to ‘never 
forget’ (Cooper, 2006b). The anniversary was a time to remind people of American 
character in the face of adversity:

Part three, that’s the story that isn’t fi nished yet. What’s going to happen to this 
city? We’re going to rebuild … We will survive. I know that, but we need to do more 
than that. We need to go back to living with faith, and with hope. (Cooper, 2006b)

And though the remembrances of Katrina were political in nature for the national press, 
the agendas tended to be individually focused except for when they were discussing 
other parts of the country that were vulnerable.

As Amanda Ripley writes in her investigation of America’s curious and dangerous 
reluctance to prepare for the next disaster, the question a year after Katrina is not 
who will save us the next time but how will we save ourselves … But it turns out in 
times of crisis, our greatest enemy is rarely the storm, the quake or the storm itself. 
More often, it is ourselves. (Ripley, 2006: 51, 56, 57)

Those who do not prepare, who dismiss faith, who lose their American spirit or forget their 
American values, open themselves up to such devastation – or so the coverage went.

CONCLUSION

In the end, the story did not appear to be about a storm that changed America, as 
that Time Magazine book title Hurricane Katrina: The storm that changed America 
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proclaimed. The national press discussed politics, capitalism, and how other American 
cities (and politicians) could avoid being a New Orleans (CNN, 2006; The Dallas 
Morning News, 2006; Nossiter, 2006a; Time Magazine, 2006). But for the local press, 
the collective memory was much more about the community of New Orleans and the 
loss of home and identity (Horne, 2006; McQuaid and Schleifstein, 2006; The Times-
Picayune Staff, 2006). Table 1 lays out the resulting signature matrix from these different 
fi ndings

But just as interesting as these differences were the similarities. Neither set of cover-
age addressed race or poverty (despite the predictions that these issues would garner a 
national spotlight) in any in-depth manner (Kurtz, 2006). Instead, the coverage in this 
sample emphasized the steadfast belief in America’s righteousness and its ability to 
conquer even nature while reaffi rming very traditionalistic notions of the nation’s dom-
inant institutions and the power of individual ingenuity and community.

In doing this, this research showed that even within a situation as problematic as 
Katrina, news coverage of anniversaries help construct a collective memory that will 
benefi t society in some way. For the local press, this active memory repair reconnected 
New Orleans to the people and its press, giving reason to rebuild. For the national press, 
the country learned political and patriotic lessons from a city scapegoat. Both ways of 
remembering reconfi gured the crisis according to the present needs of the communities. 
Of course, these separate aims created a tension between the national and local coverage, 
where the former sacrifi ced New Orleans for the greater national stability, and the 
latter stubbornly clung to life by advocating its worthiness for salvation. Here, American 
values of responsible capitalism and democratic, institutional ideals sparred with equally 
strong American characteristics of ingenuity, community and individuality.

And yet, taken collectively, the sample indicates an adhesion to the nation’s 
entrenched institutions. For example, the press promoted the community – either 
American or New Orleans specifi cally, depending on the audience – or itself in place 
of the failed government. Past scholarship has found that journalists become self-
refl exive as one method to ‘bolster the cultural authority journalists possess. In the face 

TABLE 1 Katrina’s signature matrix

Idea elements Local coverage National coverage

Metaphors/catchphrases ‘We will rebuild’ ‘Helluva Job, Brownie’
Exemplars Past destructive hurricanes 9/11 terrorist attack
Character depictions Individual heroes/victims; gov. 

workers are individuals too
N.O. is scapegoat; gov. is villain; 

Roots (of hurricane) Mother nature Incompetence of N.O., Gov.
Consequences Community is resurrected N.O dies without America’s help
Appeals to principle God, faith, individual ingenuity Patriotism, democracy rules
Main themes Ritual, loss, rebuilding Politics, loss, capitalism
Press role N.O. resident; counselor Watchdog
Main agendas set Rebuild Federal gov. should step in
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of contemporary challenges … journalists may look to the past to fi nd ways to talk 
about themselves in the present’ (Carlson, 2007: 180). In this case study, nationally, 
journalists touted their watchdog skills, reminding the world that a press is essential to 
crisis recovery. Locally, reporters assumed an integral role in commemorative rituals and 
modeled their own recovery as an exemplar for communal behavior. These substitutions 
encouraged audiences to resolve any feelings of ambiguity or uncertainty arising from 
a year of institutional failings. This specifi c memory reconstruction came at a time of 
general unrest in America, embattled with the Iraq War and a diminishing reputation 
for competence around the world. This examination of a specifi c collective memory 
formation demonstrates that even in the wake of a disaster that uncovered massive 
institutional inadequacies, the press works actively to reconstruct stability, even using 
itself as the frame so that the power hierarchies of America remain intact. Thus, this 
storm, this case study suggests, did not change America much at all (in contradiction 
to that Time Magazine (2006) book title).

It should be noted that this study lacked generalizability across other anniversary 
coverage if only because of the extraordinary nature of Hurricane Katrina. However, 
both sets of memory construction nationally and locally offered a glimpse of how 
America will remember Hurricane Katrina – at least in the present. ‘We were all there. 
Because of a revitalized press that allowed us to be, we were there’ (CNN, 2006: 173). 
And ‘being there’ meant citizens could survive and be redeemed together using the 
institutions of the world they had built, with the press as their leader – or at least so 
the story went. It would be interesting to revisit the Hurricane Katrina memories at the 
fi ve-year anniversary to see whether the overall story has changed in the press as societal 
conditions have changed (including the very role of the press with new technologies). 
A scholar might nuance this research by examining the audience reaction to these 
stories – particularly the portrayal of both government and the press – especially as 
new tragedies call upon the lessons from Hurricane Katrina, which may well become 
an exemplar of its own accord.
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