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The pictures from Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama after hurricane Katrina have been
stunning. The sheer power of that force of nature called Hurricane and the destruction it
wreaks, is overwhelming.

Horror seems to be a perfectly reasonable, human reaction to what's happening. Horror at the
growing numbers of dead and missing; horror at the devastation done to the cities and towns;
horror at the disease that is spread by death and the putrid water; horror at the long lasting
impact on the natural resources of the region; horror at the huge loss of personal property;
horror at the dislocation and disruption to families, lives, and relationships. Horror at 90,000
square miles of devastation.

All human beings must be horrified at the scale of this natural disaster. As behavioral
scientists, systems theorists, and OD people we must be horrified, and more, at the scale of
this social disaster.

I stand in horror as I hear stories - first hand stories from friends and families of friends - of
police and rescue workers being shot at. An OD Network colleague whose son was a New
Orleans police officer resigned from his job, in the middle of the rescue effort, because the
people he was rescuing shot at him. I stand in horror as I hear that crews working to re-install
cell phone towers are being shot at by citizens angry that there's no cell service.

I stand in horror as I begin to assimilate the story of the hurricane and the nation's response.
The stories got worse by the day. Evacuees being directed to the Super Dome, trapped inside
without power, water, or toilets, no plan for getting them out, in temperatures near 100
degrees. Tens of thousands of people sweltering in the heat of the Convention Center for
almost a week, with no cots, food, or water. A convoy of busses from Washington DC
making the 3,000 mile round trip to bring people back, sitting for days in a staging area with



literally hundreds of other well-intentioned relief efforts, only to return to DC with only one
person because that's all FEMA could find?

With a few weeks' perspective, it looks like the evacuation was planned only for those people
who had transportation out of the hurricane areas. No provision was made for those who had
no private means of transportation. By some estimates, that's as many as 200,000 stranded in
the city because they don't own cars. That includes people in nursing homes, hospitals, and
apartment buildings - high density areas where a targeted effort to evacuate people could have
been highly effective.

It also includes a huge proportion of people who are black. And poor.

And that's where my horror shifts to outrage. Is it possible that the city and state just forgot
these people? Is it possible that elected leaders just overlooked the fact that poor people don't
have cars and can't get out with the rest? Could it be just an oversight that between 10 and
30% of New Orleans' population was forgotten about?

In some ways, I pray that the answer is yes. Because, if we can't say that these people
were accidentally left behind, then we'd have to conclude that they werepurposefully left
behind. So, which bad thing do you want to believe about our government? About ourselves?

Would you prefer to believe that we are so thoughtless and self absorbed that we can't even
implement our own plan to use 200 school busses to evacuate the poor and infirm? Would
you prefer to believe that we were so focused on managing the out-going traffic on the
interstate that we just forgot about the people who weren't on I-10, couldn't get to I-10,
maybe had never been on I-10, and would never be on I-10?

As awful as that sounds, I'd actually prefer to believe the "we forgot you" scenario rather than
the "we wanted you to die there" scenario.

In the end, it doesn't make much difference which scenario it is; the net effect is the same.
Both scenarios assume that those with means will survive. Both scenarios account for the
needs and interests of those with means. Both scenarios assume that the fittest and most
privileged will survive.

But where is the thought, and care, and compassion for those without means? Where is the
each-one-reach-one spirit that we saw after 9/11? And, of course that raises the now-
infamous question, could this have happened if all of these people were white? This is the
shift from horror to outrage.

There was a subtle, but unmistakable racial murmur among whites as the scenes of "lootings"
were shown over and over by the cable stations. One of my most liberal friends who is an
OD Network member, and colleague in NTL Institute working on racism and the elimination
of oppression, admitted her own anger at the blacks who were looting, and her own guilt at
feeling angry.



Of course, hauling TVs down the block is clearly exploitation by a few of an awful situation.
But most of the pictures that I saw were people hauling water and food out of grocery stores
with no electricity. Another OD Network colleague sent around two pictures of people
struggling through the flood waters. The picture of the white people said they were "finding
bread and soda from a local grocery store." The picture of the black man, with a bag of
Huggies in his arm, said he had been "looting a grocery store."

I don't want to believe that we left the poor and black people there on purpose. I don't want
to believe that we still judge the same behaviors differently based upon skin color. I don't
want to believe that our society is so calloused and selfish that we can't, or won't, be
thoughtful about the needs of the poor. I don't want to believe that racism in our culture and
in ourselves is still so virulent and pervasive that we could "forget" 200,000 poor black people
and leave them to die, or not. This is where horror turns to outrage.

As behavioral scientists, systems theorists, and OD people, we must decide to take off the
rose-colored glasses of privilege and see the reality that there are several societies deeply
embedded within our overall society, and admit that we have created institutional mechanisms
to keep minorities poor, out of the way, and off of our highways, especially when it's a matter
of our life and death.

90,000 square miles of damage is a lot of real estate. But it's nothing compared to the damage
to our collective psyche and self image that Katrina has caused. It has exposed a powerful
arrogance and blindness in ourselves that is rooted in our affluence and privilege. If there's
any silver lining in this cloud, let's pray that it helps us as a society, as behavioral scientists,
systems thinkers, and OD practitioners to see how we have created the mechanisms that
cause these kinds of unacceptable behaviors in others, and, most importantly, in ourselves.

 


