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ABSTRACT
A PLACE LIKE HOME
by Tabitha Denae Epperson
December 2012
On August 29, 2005, Hurricane Katrina changed many things. This storm
destroyed buildings, businesses, places of worship, and homes. People lost their lives,
possessions, way of life, and for those that survived, their lives now were measured in
two eras - pre and post Katrina. Because thi s natural disaster turned their lives upside
down, both in large and small ways, their lives would never be the same. This thesis .
documents stories of those that for various reasons chose to stay on the Mississippi Gulf
Coast after Katrina. Twenty-five interviews of residents of Pass Christian explore what
exactly is a home? What is the difference between a house and a home? How were the
Coast residents' homes described through their memories and recollections before the
hurricane and how did the hurricane change them?
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
When seeinot:> imaoes
of a natural disaster flash across a television screen, it is easy
t:>
to remain detached and dismiss it as something that is happening to someone else,
somewhere else. On August 29, 2005 , Mississippi Gulf Coast residents did not have that
luxury because the events unfolding on other people's television screens were happening
to them in real time. The natural disaster was Hurricane Katrina, and their lives and
possessions were at stake. Having grown up on the Mi ssissippi Gulf Coast, Katrina
turned my life upside down that day in a way that never really returned to pre-Katrina
normalcy. That date distinctly marked my life, as well as my fellow residents' lives, into
two di stinct eras - pre and post Katrina. Hurricane Katrina can be described as many
things - costl y, destructive, powerful. For the residents affected, the storm could be
summed up as life changing.
And whi le much media attention was paid to the city ofNew Orleans, the
situation in Mississippi was dire and life altering for those involved too. Much work has
been done documenting the series of events that unraveled in New Orleans, and not quite
as much attention has been paid to the Mississippi Gulf Coast. The waves of the storm
crashed ashore and dashed not only businesses, government facilities, and public works
but a lso homes on the Mississippi Gulf Coast. Structures were torn asunder, and so were
li ves and dreams.
This thesis documents some of the stories of the people, such as 30-year long Gulf
Coast residents, small business owners, grandmothers, and college students that for
various reasons chose to stay on the Mississippi Gulf Coast after Katrina. It will examine
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one particular community on the Coast- Pass, Christian, Mississippi- and explore how
the place and meanings that it holds for people were both transformed as a result of
Katrina's impact. Through in-depth interviews with residents of this town I expose the
impact o f the storm not only on the physical environment but also on the symbolic
"home" it was to these people. Their stories reveal the reasons behind their decisions to
stay on the Mississippi Gulf Coast after Katrina and the ways in which residents varied in
life c ircumstances.
T he focus of this thesis will be home. It is something people can take for granted
and not th ink about much until faced with the real ity of not having one. Loss of home
was pivotal in the lives of the residents who participated in this study - not only at the
instant that the storm happened and the time they had to live without their homes but also
after returning to their rebuilt homes. Home can hold much meaning to residents, and it
can mean various things to each person. A home can provide comfort, hold memories or
be a permanent fixture in a love story or fam ily saga. Symbolically, home can play a
major role in people's journeys throughout life, such as buying a first house, bringing a
baby home from the hospital, and j ust being a place of refuge after a day at work. There
is a difference between a house and a home, and that distinction will be clarified in this
thesis. Even though the words house and home are synonyms, their meanings can vary in
the context o f thi s proj ect. For now, just note that the word house will refer to the
physica l structure, devoid of sentimental attachment and meaning. A home is w hen a
house becomes personal.
Due to Katri na, the Mississippi Gu lf Coast community of Pass Christian was
permanently altered, and this thesis will describe how residents who chose to stay
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understand the changes around them and connect those changes to their ideas about
··home.'" In this introductory chapter, I will provide a brief history ofthe Mississippi
Gulf Coast and the town of Pass Christian. I will offer a short overview of major
hurricanes to hit the area, government responses, how the area is moving forward, and the
aims of thi s thesis, including key questions explored such as: exactly what is a home?
What is the difference between a house and a home? How were the Coast residents'
homes described through their memories and recollections before the hurricane and how
did the hurricane experience change them? Chapter II will analyze literature on place,
home, and identity. Chapter III will describe the interview process for the twenty-five
interviews I conducted for thi s proj ect. Chapter IV parallels chapter two in furthering the
discussion on place, home, and identity as it describes how the Coast as a whole, home,
and self changed as a result of Katrina tying together social identity, place attachment
theory, and identity process theory. Examining how loss of home a!Tects those that
survive a natural disaster, relief workers, government agencies, and volunteers can better
understand how to relate to those experiencing this loss. Chapter V offers areas of fu rther
studies and sums up the findings of the thesis. However, first this chapter w ill start
generally with the larger Coast area, narrow it down to the particular city of study (Pass
Christian), and describe the specific day everything began to change.
The Mississippi Gulf Coast
The Coast's past is rich with history and full of stories of diverse inhabitants that
have called the area home. People have inhabited the Mississippi Gulf Coast for
thousands of years, as far back as 14,000 ·- 12,000 B.C. Native American groups in the
area included the Biloxis, Pascagoulas, and Acolapissas. French settlers arrived in 1699
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with ex plorer lbcrville, who built a settlement and Fort Maurepas in Ocean Spri ngs.
Various ethnic groups have called the Coast home in the past, and the area is still a
culturally d iverse place.
T he Coast has a variety of people calling it home - Vietnamese, H ispan ic,
Ca ucasian, A frican American, and Native Americans. Despite vary ing backgrounds,
there arc a few things the residents hold in common, such as community events and
amenities that have been mainstays of the area fo r many years. Tourists and residents
a like enjoy the Coast's beaches and attractions. There are art festivals, one celebrating
George E. Ohr, a famous potter from the area. In the blessi ng of the fleet, the shrimp
boats arc blessed for the season and a wreath is thrown into the ocean to honor fishermen
that have perished in the sea. Spring Pilgrimage opens up historical homes for tours. The
largest event of all is Mardi Gras, w ith several parades and balls preceding the Lenten
season. These community events make residents aware of the Coast's past and present.
Even if they are not involved in the seafood industry directly, residents know when the
season begins because it makes the news. Although not all residents are Roman Catho lic,
Coast residents generally know when Lent begins and ends because of Mardi Gras
celebrati ons, and those of varying faith backgrounds participate in Mardi Gras, Catholic
or not. Schools even hold their own small er scale Mardi Gras parades and have units on
the sea food industry . Seafood and Mardi Gras are a few of the things Coast residents
share and help to create a common experience for residents through the Coast's rich
history and blending of cultures.
Unl ike the community events that have been a mainstay on the Coast for years,
buildings come and go due to hurricane destruction and reconstruction. For example,
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there once was an amusement park on Deer Island, a Coastal barrier island, that was
destroyed in 1915 and not rebuilt. Historical buildings, physical reminders of an area's
past, arc in hurricanes, such as a 139 year old lighthouse obliterated by Hurricane
Georges in 1998. Ship Island, another barrier island, was divided in two by hurricanes.
Only legends remain when houses, such as pirate Jean Lafitte's Waveland home, are
dest royed by hurricanes (Hearn 2004: 29-57).
Despite its periodic destruction and subsequent reconstruction, the Coast pushed
Mis issippi's economy along into the new millennium. Three ofthe state's top five
employers prior to Katrina were on the Gulf Coast (Sun Herald 2005 : 5). Before Katrina,
over three billion dollars of development was in process. New jobs were up 25%, and
retail sales had doubled from 1995. The Coast had been selected as a "Top 100 Places to
Do Business" and included in "Best Places to Live" (Sun Herald 2005: 5).
Tourism has been a large part of the state's economy, and the addition of casinos
in 1992 boosted tourism further with more hotels and tourism-based businesses opening
(Sun llerald 2005: 6). In addition, along the Coast, Northrop Grumman builds ships for
the mi litary, and John C. Stennis Space Center tests rockets for NASA. The Coast also is
host to Keesler Air Force Base, the Air National Guard, and Naval Construction Battalion
bases (Sun !Jerald 2005: 6).
Another major industry and driving force of South Mississippi's economy is
111

seafood. As far back as the 19 century, seafood factories started developing along the
Coast, notably at an area in Biloxi called Point Cadet. Immigrant populations, notably
Sloven ians, Louisiana French (Acadians), and the Vietnamese, have become a major part
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of the seafood industry and still are today (Sun Herald 2005: 37). Asians still constitute
3.9% ofPass Christian's population (U."S. Census 2010).
The Mississippi Gulf Coast boasts a rich diversity and long history. The Coast is
important for tourism and employment. The revenue that the Coast takes in helps support
the rest of the state. The Coast not only provides a diverse environment with community
events and entertainment, but it affects Mississippian residents even in the northern parts
of the state six hours away. Moving from the Coast and its activities as a whole, the next
cction will focus particularly on one town on the Mississippi Gulf Coast - Pass
Chn tian.
Pass Christian

Figure
·
. th 1. Pre and Post Katr·rna House.. someone ho ·lds a picture
of the pre-Katrina house
10
c area where the house once stood in Pass Christian (Galloway 2005).

· 1ocated between the towns of Long Beach to
Pass Christian, founded ·m 1699 , ts
theca t and Bay St · Lou·IS to the west. Ntcholas
.
. . Ladner lived on Cat Island a
Chrtsttan

'

barrier t land near Pass chr·ts t"tan, and named the channel pass after himself in 1745.
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Eventually, the town bore his name too. Pass Christian, and the rest of the Mississippi
Gulf Coast, has been under French, Engiish, and Spanish rule. The American flag was
raised over the area in 1811, and Mississippi became a state in 181 7.

Many vacation

homes were built for nearby New Orleans residents and in 1925, with the railroad
completed, northerners visited to escape their cold winters (Ellis 2001 : 7 -8). Since its
founding, the town has had visitors frequently; today vacation homes and tourism still
bring an influx of people to Pass Christian. The town's Mardi Gras parade alone attracts
70,000 people (Miller 2012).

....
GULF OF MEXICO

FEDEIW. WAT£RS

Figure 2. Mississippi Gulf Coast

Pass Christian is known for being a quaint town and is less populated than other
Coastal ctties, such as Gulfport and Biloxi, with between 5,000 and 6,000 residents preKatrina. Once home to Mississ·tppt., s fitrst l'tg ht house, wtth
. tts
. twin located on nearby Cat
land, and the nation's second o tdest yacht club, Pass Christian is steeped in history and
tradttion ' even though the ct·rY, s on 1y museum is located in a plumbing shop downtown.
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Art in the Park, Jazz in the Pass, Christmas in the Pass, the Pass Christian Mardi Gras
parade, St. Patrick's Day walking parade (the only walki ng parade on the Coast), Spring
Pilgrimage, Toast to the Coast, and the Blessing of the Fleet are traditional events held in
Pass Chri stian. Mardi Gras alone attracts approximately tens of thousands of people, and
Pass Christian's parade one of the largest on the Mississippi Gulf Coast (Ellis 2001 : 9 &
16).

The town appreciates art with two celebrations centering on art (Jazz in the Pass
and Art in the Park) and the seafood industry dedicating an event to bless the boats in the
Blessing of the Fleet. Residents appreciate comm unity events and take opportunities to
celebrate the little things in life, such as St. Patrick's Day. The town is predominantly
Chri stian and does not use the more secular rendition of a Christmas celebration by
call ing it a winter holiday or something of the like. Not everyone is Roman Catholic, but
non-Catholics (59.1 %) and Catholics (33%) a like celebrate Mardi Gras together (Jones
2000). Spring Pi lgrimage is a time to open up historic homes for tours and celebrate the
city' s history. Toast to the Coast is a fundraiser for Coast Episcopal School, a private
school located in the city. The city's only museum was located in a plumbing shop
because the owner took interest in the town's hi story and made the initiative to tell others
about it. Residents are proud of their little town' s heritage and take some time each year
to celebrate it through various celebrations and events such as these or perhaps even by
showcasing it as Mr. Bourdin did in his shop museum .
Residents in the interviews described Pass Chri stian pre-Katrina as what some
refer to as a "staycation," meaning it is like a vacation w ith the activities you enj oy and
the things to see and do, but you do not actually leave town. These activities included but
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. · d tO 1lUll t"na
fi shino
boatino,
and beach activities. Info rmants had a
\\C.:rc.! not !Jrnlle
I e•
e•
e
· Pass Christian before the hurricane was a step away from the
consc.:nsus that IJ\. .:.ng Ill
· laroer
cities' such as Gulfport and Biloxi, and descri bing, it as
1• 111
e
hust Ie andb ust Ieo f ll·ce
··quieter ty pe of li ving.'· As o ne respondent noted:
It is definitely different than the o ther cities. I think it is a little bit more
sma ll town. It is a small, little Coastal town. It just has a different
atmosphere.

Informants described it as a place where people were concerned about their
neighbo r . T hey tho ught of it is as a good place to li ve and rear children. A lso, several
described it as a place that one could not do anything witho ut

som~o!-::e

else in the

commun ity findi ng o ut. Despite thi s, they spo ke of Pass Christian rather fondly. lt is
important to note here that these statements were not just fro m elderly peop le talking
abo ut ··when they were young." These statements were from people that raised their
chi ldre n in the 1990s and 2000s and also people that j ust turned eighteen themselves.
True. there is nostalgic re-imagining w hen reminisci ng o n the past, but these events were
fa irly recent for these residents whose quotes are incl uded below.
Well, it is a little town, no grocery stores, not really anyrhing to do unless
you like sitting around and looking at the trees. It is a good place to m ise
your kids, I would think. I mean, I turned out alright. It is a good all
aro und family place.
a very small town, the kind of place in w hich you get in trouble and
every body knows about it...

· : ·ever~one knows everyone ' s kids. So, and I am kind of going back a
htt le b1t...if the kids were doing something, someone else in the
communi~ could scold them and then they would go and tell the parents
and th~y sttll would get scolded ...If it was not a community setting, they
~ould JUSt see him go by and think o h gosh that little boy is goi ng kill
h•~self. But instead, it was like oh my God, that is [name deleted]. He is
go~ng to kill himself. Let me call [name deleted] and tell her w hat he is
domg or whatever and that, you know.
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Pass Christian was described in every interview as quiet and a place where
residents kne\\ each other. And through the destruction of Hurricane Katrina, one could
sec neighbors helping each other out afterwards. Despite the fact that they lost their
homes too. neighbors assisted in the rebuilding of others' homes as well as helping them
piece together their lives, while redefining what home means. Anyone that takes the time
to explore Pass Christian will find that those that grow up in Pass Christian often become
lifc-l<mg residents. People may move away for college or a job that takes them out of
ttm n. but they v. ill often return to Pass Christian to raise their children or for retirement.
The city offers peace and quiet with friendly faces. It is common for people to wave at
passing cars on the street and to greet people when they walk past them.
Pass Christian is a small, intimate community in which everybody knows
each other. A lot of people are probably related to each other. People see
each other probably on a daily basis. It was a very interactive
community, a very friendly community, just the heart ofthe south where
people are just very friendl y and know each other.
Well, to me, it is like a coziness, a comfort, a coziness. And everyone
knows everyone. And it is just like a friendly feel, like you said. If
~omeone is in trouble, the entire community, we have a tendency to pitch
m and help everyone out. I think it is just the closeness that
~veryone_just. knows everyone. And it' s calming. To me, it is just cozy. I
JUSt constder tt cozy, you know. It is no t a big city. It is a little country
'
but it is just nice.
IIO\\ever. Mississippi is not always spoken of in the positiv~ light that the
residents described it abo ve. W 'th
·
1attentiOn
· often focusmg
· on the negative racial
t nat10na
past of Mis i sippi. informants offer up a different description of the area. The
\tississipp'1 th · k
·

•• ••

C)

·
·
·
no\\ ts qutte dtfferent from the one portrayed in movies that mention

their state. Pass Christian a raciall d.
·
Y tverse town, has an atmosphere of acceptance and

II

belonging, according to many informants, regardless of ethnic or racial background . The
neighborhoods that I interviewed in were not segregated. The town had a peaceful
integration of its public schools in the decades prior. That spirit of community continues
with rebuilding after Hurricane Katrina. A local minister, who was very involved in the
town before and after Katrina and has lived in various places throughout the country, said
this about Pass Christian.
Well, it is one of the most ethnically diverse cities in the state. It is quite
unusual in that ethnically we do pretty well. There is a very good spirit of
cooperation here, interracially. And that is part of the attraction here for
me is that the races are not so pitted against each other. I like being on the
beach. It is a community that is a recreational, resort type community,
almost from its founding ... but it is not just a vacation spot. It is a working
harbor. It has some industry. It is just a very diverse small town. I really
like that.
What people may know about Mississippi is that it does have a large population
of minorities, but what they may not know is that on the Coast, there is a spirit of
community that crosses racial lines. What people think is the norm in the Deep South
does not hold true in this area.
It would be easy to dismiss these descriptions as nostalgia. One could write off

these quotes as people missing their lost community and remembering only the good
things about it. However, I think the residents would have talked about the town like this
in 2004. And as buildings are rebui lt and homes restored, residents would not waver in
the resolve that their community is a kind, welcoming place. Those quotes were not
residents missing what once was; they were describing what had always been true about
their town. However, as a result of Katrina, some things did change. The physical
landscape of the town was altered, and this thesis will describe that transformation.

12
The small town has other intriguing history. Pass Christian is home to one of
three national historic streets in United States - Scenic Drive with many houses built
1

either pre-Civil War or before the 20 h century (Sun Herald 2006: 53). Even though Pass
Christian is not a typical presidential tour stop, President Woodrow Wilson once bought
an ice cream cone in the town in 1914 (Sun Herald 2006: 86). Prior to Hurricane
Katrina, Pass Christian was once a historical haven with nationally registered buildings
lined along the beach, such as the Union House in which Mary Saucier played Bonnie
Blue Flag in for occupying Union soldiers (Sun Herald 2006: 107), a story still told to
Pass Christian school children in history classes and tourists during the Tour of Homes
al ike. Before Katrina, Pass Christian had 120 buildings on the National Register of
llistoric Places (Ellis 2001: 8) and thirteen live oaks located in the town's War Memorial
Park (Elli s 200 I: 80). However, Hurricane Katrina reduced Pass Christian to rubble that
resembled a war zone in the aftermath of an atomic bomb and severely damaged or
destroyed these historical places.
Katrina devastated the physical reality of community including official buildings:
city hall , police department, courthouse, and library. The offices for some time had to be
operated from temporary trailers located in the city park. The town hall, which was
dedicated to the victims of Hurricane Camille in 1970 fell victim to Hurricane Katri na
(Elli s 2001: 84). Additionally, three of its public schools were unahle to resume
operations fo llowing Katrina, one of which was a new hi gh school just completed in 1999
with a ten million dollar price tag (Ellis 200 1: 109).
However, having to start over or do without what the town once had is a fam iliar
reality for Pass Christian. The town once had its own seafood cannery from 1902 to
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!947, but it was not rebuilt after the hurricane of 1947 (Ell is 2001: 44). Pass Christian
had the first library between New Orleans and Mobile, which was opened in 1893 and
lost to a later hurricane (Ellis 200 l : 56). Thus, Hurricane Katrina was not the only
hurricane that destroyed buildings and homes of Pass Christian, just the most recent. The
next section describes major storms that have affected the M ississippi Gulf Coast in an
effort to better understand the Coast's present challenge by exploring its past struggles.
Other Noteworthy Hurricanes of the Mississippi Gulf Coast
The Coast is no stranger to hunicanes. Perhaps the most active hurricane season
recorded was 1860, with three hurricanes in 7 weeks (Hearn 2004: 43). The most dead ly
hurricane to hit the area was in 1893 with 2,000 casualties (Hearn 2004: 45). Another
noteworthy storm of the Coast was Hurricane Betsy, which made landfall in 1965.
l lurricane Betsy was the first hurricane that cost one billion dollars in damage, and by
today' s monetary value, that would have been about 8.4 billion dollars. Until Katrina,
llurricane Betsy ranked 18th in United States' hurricane deaths and third in monetary
damage, and it was the flooding that this storm caused that made government officials
begin bui lding the now infamous levees in New Orleans (Williams 2003: 1).
Other hurricanes are noteworthy, but until Katrina Hurricane Camille was talked
about most frequently. For the last few decades, residents of the Gulf Coast have
referenced 1969 ' s Hurricane Camille as the benchmark for the destructive powers of
hurricanes. The most discussed hurricane to visit the Mi ssissippi Gulf Coast prior to
Katrina was Camille. Hurricane Betsy was costlier, but Camille was the one people still
talked about until Katrina came. This could be since Betsy was in 1965 and Camille was
four years later that Camille was fresher on people 's minds than Betsy. The memories of
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damage and destruction from Betsy were replaced with those of Camille. Hurricane
Camille wreaked havoc on the Mississippi Gulf Coast in 1969. Prior to Hurricane
Katrina, Hurricane Camille served as the benchmark for measuring hurricane intensity.
Statements such as, "No storm can be worse than Camille," or "Camille's waters only
came this far," or "There never will be another Camille," were quickly made lingui stic
relics as the title ofworst hurricane to hit the Mississippi Gulf Coast was passed on to
Jlurricane Katrina. Hurricane Camille was a Category 5 hurricane with 25-27 feet of
storm surge and 250 miles per hour winds; Camille killed 172 Coastal residents (Katrina:
Devastation. Survival. Restoration: 9). Of the Camille victims, 78 of them were from
Pass Clu·i stian (Elli s 200 1: 97). Camille left behind 10-20 feet of debris for residents to
clean up on streets such as Scenic Drive (Ellis 2001: 101 ). Residents, following Camille,
were described as walking around in a daze. One survivor noted, "There were people
walking around in dazed disbelief - knowing, yet trying to deny and trying to reconcile,
that they had been through something historical" (Hearn 2004: 156). Despite the hard
circumstances, residents found hope of better days ahead. After Camille, Piet, another
Pass Christian resident, said, "I knew in my heart. .. that I ' d have more than I ever had in
my life . . .I knew in my heart and soul that I was going to bounce back .. .I knew that, I
knew that" (Hearn 2004: 158).
The apparent solution to the mass devastation caused by these major storms was
providing better shelter for the area. People tried multiple times through various ways.
Coastal leaders were not unaware of the severe damage hurricanes could cause, but their
protective measures were doomed to fail again and again. In the early part of the
twentieth century, Coastal planners decided proactive measures needed to be taken to
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better protect the Coast from future storms. After being delayed by World War I, the
aovernment built a twenty-four foot high ·seawall in 1928 from Pass Christian to Biloxi to
0

help protect the Coast from storms. Hancock and Jackson Counties soon also built their
own seawalls (Hearn 2004: 49). However, a hurricane in 1947 broke the wall in several
places. In 1954, officials created the longest man made beach in the world to not only
develop the beachfront but also to better protect inland from future hurricanes (Hearn
2004: 53-54).
Harrison County, the town Pass Christian is located in, and Pass Christian did not
have regulations for how buildings should be constructed prior to Camille. Since then,
both have complied with the National Flood Insurance Program standards (Hearn 2004:
176-180). Building codes were updated and there was a Congressional hearing about
Hurricane Cami lle disaster response. Despite the consequent changes in emergency
preparedness that were made, nothing could be done to change what had already
happened in the past, and for many that were in positions of power during this time, such
as Wade Guice, this was a very heavy burden to carry.
Wade Guice, the Civil Defense director of Harrison County at the time of
Camille, mourned the deaths of Camille and blamed himself. Each year he put flowers
on the graves of three unknown women from Pass Christian that were nicknamed Faith

'

I lope, and Charity on the anniversary of Camille. He said in an interview in 1980, "We
lost I"'"'
I"
·
.J L. Ivcs m the storm. I consider each of them a personal failure - and the ghosts of
my fai lures cry out to me every time I drive down the beach, and that's a heavy burden
indeed'" (Hearn 2004: 171 -172).
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Despite the seawalls, beach front, and new construction standards, hurricanes still
plowed into the land, and with destruction come the tasks of reconstruction and recovery.
1n the latter part of the 1960s the federal government began providing rei ief in the
manner that is seen today (Steinberg 2000: 173). Congress passed the Disaster Relief
Act of 1969 the October following Camille. This legislation established the role of
Federal Coordinating Officer that acted on the behalf of the President in the management
of disaster relief. Much like in 2005 with Hurricane Katrina, the response to Hurricane
Camille was criticized for errors in its relief dispersal (Steinberg 2000: 177), but
significant attention was paid to this storm as it was investigated in Congress and
legislation was passed as a direct result of both. Long after the investigations, legislation
deliberations, and recovery ended, the lasting effects of Hurricane Camille remained.
Along the Coast, some remnants of Hurricane Camille still lingered, such as
steps that once led to houses and now led to nowhere. These relics were chilling
reminders of what could happen as a result of a hurricane. Growing up in a Coastal area,
one is aware from an early age that hurricanes are a real possibility but not normally a
reality. But sometimes reality can leave you stunned. Odds are "the one" will not strike,
but when it does it can dramatically alter one's " home."
Hurricane Katrina
On August 29, 2005 Hurricane Katrina made landfall on the Mississippi Gulf
Coast. Along with the storm came a 30-foot storm surge, and 140 miles per hour winds
that ravaged the land for eight hours. Many people lost their homes. Some of these were
experiencing financial woes before the storm, including 100% of those in the subsidized
housing in Pass Christian named Camille Village after the Coast's last major hurricane.
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In total, one hundred and fifty thousand people were displaced from their homes as a
result of Katrina (Mississippi Beyond Katrina 2007).
According to the American Red Cross and the Federal Emergency Management
Agency, 65,000 housing units were destroyed and another 55, 000 homes were severely
damaged in Mississippi. According to the Federal Emergency Management Agency,
8.623 people (from the Mississippi Gulf Coast area as a whole) relocated due to
Jlurricane Katrina. By summer 2006, 102,000 people were living in 39,000 FEMA
campers. During the first ten months fo llowing the storm, 50 million cubic yards of
debri s were picked up. In comparison, only 25 million cubic yards were picked up
following the San Francisco earthquake (Mississippi Beyond Katrina 2007).
Government officials have estimated that Hurricane Katrina caused about 125
billion dollars in damage along the Gul f Coast states on August 29, 2005, thereby making
it the costl iest hurricane in United States history (NOAA 2007). In addition to the
monetary loss, this natural disaster cost some residents their lives and some their homes.
23 1 people died in Hurricane Katrina in Mississippi (Katrina: Devastation. Survival.
Restoration.). There was also an exodus of Coastal residents following Katrina. Natural
disasters have two major sets of victims - those that are killed by the storm and those that
arc left homeless because of it. The American Red Cross had shelters in nearly half of
the Un ited States (24) and in Washington, D. C. mobilized after Hurricane Katri na (Ell iot

& Pais 2006). Some residents never did return to the Coast. Hancock County, the county
directly west of Pass Christian, lost 13% of its residents, and Harrison County, home of
Pass Ch · ·
nstJan, lost 11% of its residents (Heath, Overberg & El Nasser 2007). The
11

tO\\ •s 2010 Census results verify that the city lost a sizable amount of its population; the
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city's population was down to 4,613 residents (U.S. Census 201 0), a loss of 29.9% of the
town ·s pre-Katrina population of 6,579 (U.S. Census 2000). For those that stayed after
the storm, the task of rebuilding was overwhelming; Katrina destroyed a significant
number of homes.
Table I

Housing Damage/Destruction By County on the Mississippi GulfCoast

IIA COCK - 10, 900 DESTROYED
3,600 MAJOR DAMAGE
1,800 MINOR DAMAGE
I lARRISON - 29,970 DESTROYED
15,470 MAJOR DAMAGE
31 ,905 MINOR DAMAGE
JACKSON- 23,250 DESTROYED
16,250 MAJOR DAMAGE
8,600 MINOR DAMAGE

(Mississippi Beyond Katrina 2007)

After years of false alarms and preparing for what could be the worst-case
scenario, many residents got complacent and did not prepare as much as they once did.
Regardless of the level of preparation, Hurricane Katrina passed through, the damage was
done, and it varied. Some residents still had a home standing but could not li ve in it
because of flooding, mold, and internal damage. For others, they were left with just a
concrete slab (See Figure 3). Regardless of if one had a house or not after Katrina, half a
million Mississippi residents had a different lifestyle following Katrina because of loss of
phone communication, drinking water, and electricity. Due to a lack of phone service,
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residents had no way of knowing if famil~ and friends that were not with them were
alive. Life took a turn :from what was normal and routine to extraordinary and constantly
evo lving to keep up in the aftermath of Katrina.

Figure 3. Hurricane Damaged House: Much like this hurricane-damaged house, lives
were upended as a result of Hurricane Katrina (Epperson 2005).

Hurricane Katrina, at least for the first several weeks following the storm was an
equa lizer. This situation residents fo und themselves in was an anomaly and so mething
people were not used to; everyone was in the same predicament regardless ofwhat
re ources that were available to them under normal circumstances. Despite how much
money one was worth, the only thing that could be of use was cash immediately
fo llowing the storm. Credit, EBT, and debit card machines did not work. Stores, if they
were open, did not have electricity. Clerks used battery powered calculators and pencil
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and paper to calculate totals. Despite however much insurance one had, there was no
gua.ran tee that the insurance company woujd pay and if they did, it took time get that
payment. For a while, everyone was in the same situation- no electricity, no running
water, hot weather, and, for many, no home. When people suffer together, it often brings
them closer, and many informants discussed a sense of community that blossomed in the
aftermath of Katrina. Now living through Katrina has become part ')f residents'
individual identities and something collectively they can hold in common. Essentially,
Jlurricane Katrina was the bond that binds the residents of the Coast together.
But it was an extraordinary experience of community. You want to askyou want to know about community, they set up a FEMA feeding tent
right across the street from Trinity Church within a week of the storm. I
talked to the manager. He said, yeah, I have a contract to feed 300 meals
3 times a day. And he said from the get-go, it was 800 meals, and they did
it. And I remember the first time I walked in there, I looked at the line of
people, and I thought let's see. That guy is worth 50 cents. That guy's
worth 10 million. That guy is worth about 50,000 doll ars. That guy is
worth about 1500 dollars. And I mean, that was some experience of
community. And they were all happy to be there with each other, talking,
having a great time. And it was- people were really glad to be alive and
to have some of their friends around. So that was cool. That was really
cool.
I stood in line for lunch at a Salvation Army wagon and thought this is
really weird. I had been giving money to these people all my life, and
now I really need them.
We were in the pot together and stirred frantically until we got the
message. There are no boundaries among any of us; we are all made up of
the same stuff. The only thing that separates us is our own stubbornness
to refuse to see the obvious. Katrina didn' t discriminate by wealth,
skin color, nationality, profession, job status, age, mental ability, physical
ability, gender, sexual orientation, religious belief, or any other way we
separate ourselves from one another. She hit us all, whether it was about
our things, our loved ones, our environment, or our false stability.
Everyone got it on some deep level. What we do with it us up to each of
us. There are incredible possibilities in front of us if we are open, present
and awake. (Scelba 2006: 17)
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Directly related to how things changed in the sense of what mattered and what no longer
mattered to residents, was the issue of insurance. Residents took the insurance situation
so personally because they viewed the storm taking fragments of their lives and blowing
them asunder. In a very important way, the insurance money helped restore security in
their lives, a permanent home. The insurance mo ney replaced what was lost; it boug ht
possessions that they could attach meaning to eventually. Residents agreed that no
amount of money could replace what they lost, but it could return their lives to some
sense of normalcy.
Every informant at least mentioned insurance companies o nce. Many informants
expressed a disl ike and distrust of insurance companies. They often said that it would
have been the same to just not be insured in light of how much of a settlement they
received after the hurricane. It made them re-evaluate what they paid mo nthly prem iums
for when the money doled out to them did not cover their damages and losses. As a
result of Hurricane Katrina, insurance prem iums have greatly increased and become
rather expensive for residents, even though many residents did not get what they thought
to be a sufficient settlement, if any.
It really did something to me. It just upset us all very much. Didn' t
know what we were fac ing, if we were going to be able to have
rebuilding, if the insurance was going to be able to help us. We didn ' t
know.
To the world peering in, the Hurricane Katrina experience may have looked like
the downfa ll of humanity. With the scenes of looting and corruption in New Orleans
ho\\ n over and over, an outsider may have thought that things were falling apart
I
followino K t ·
o
an na. t may have looked like the end of the world, and for residents, it felt
.
.
.
like the end 0 f ·h .
t etr world because tt was the end of hfe as they knew tt. However, the

-·
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story of Katrina is deeper than the images shown on broadcasts about it. Katrina changed
the landscape of the Coast, how people defined " home," and individuals' identities. But
more than a story of devastation, Katrina is a story of hope. It is a tale of triumph of the
human spirit despite seemingly insurmountable obstacles. This thesis wi ll explain how
the events of Hurricane Katrina unfolded; it will speak of loss but also highlight what
residents gained as a result of living through this disaster.
Once the storm ended, people were happy just to be alive; however, reality would
quick ly set in - no food, no water, no home, and no idea where to go from there. The
first thing was often cutting out a path for oneself. Roads had to be cleared and paths
made. People went to find homes of people they cared about and often those houses did
not exist or were badly damaged with no people inside. Residents were uncertain and
worried about people that they were not sure were alive or not. They were scared of the
discoveries they would make as they set out to find news about people and build ings, but
through it all , they were grateful to sti ll have their lives.
Well, it just changed my life because it made me so
thankful for the good things that we got out of it. That we were still able
to have our lives and we didn' t get drowned during the storm. It just
makes you appreciate everything better. That's what it did fo r me.
In a matter of about eight hours, lives were changed forever. For some all that
they owned but the clothes on their backs were gone. However, one of the best things
from the storm was to see strangers pour in from all over the country to help residents
rebuild and restore what was lost. (Every one of the informants talked highly of the
volunteers a d
·
.
.
n mentiOned rays of hope such as stgns.) And throughout the Coast, 1t
evoked some sense of pride to still see American flags flying, even if it was on an empty
plot of land ' or s·tgns statmg
. th'mgs such as, " We w1ll
. be back."
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After Katrina's winds and water subsided, signs such as " I'm still here," " Blvd of
broken dreams," "'We are thankful for what we have," " We are down but not out," " We
will be back," the "Bread will rise again. It kneads time" (at a bakery), "All gone in 1947,
!969, 2005 but we are not" (referring to three of the most destructive recorded hurricanes
to hit the Mississippi Gulf Coast), "Thanks to all who helped," "Don't give up," "Pass
Christian Paradise will return," and the addresses of places that no longer existed or were
severely damaged (because mailboxes and street signs were blown away) popped up all
along the Coast. These signs reflected the resilience of those Katrina touched. Sure,
Katrina could and did in many cases take away residents' homes and possessions, but it
could not touch residents' spirits or mar their character. This single event turned their
lives upside down and changed their statuses from homeowner or r.a me renter to
homeless, but it would not get the best of them. Like in hurricanes before, this area, like
a phoenix ri sing from the ashes, would recover and bounce back eventually. Decades
before, after Camille one Pass Christian resident, Edith, said, "The front steps were all
that were left of our home. We go from here" (Hearn 2004: 156). The same kind of
sentiments would be repeated years later after Katrina. Despite the set back and tragedy,
residents pushed on and persevered with restoring their lives as best they could to prehurricane normalcy.
After Camille it was reported that one could not go for a ride down the beach
without seeing an American fl ag blowing in the breeze (Hearn 2004: 166), and people
fl ew flags after Katrina as well. These flags were symbols that the residents were all in
this together D .
. .
.
. ..
· esptte re1tgtOn, race, mcome, and other dtvtstons among them, they were
Americans

' an

dC

.
amtlle (and later Katrina) was their common experience to struggle
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aether And like with Camille earlier, life became measured in two eras- pre
throug11 too
·
and post hurricane.
After a hurricane such as Katrina, there was much to clean up and restore, but
along with the clean-up efforts in a time when most forms of communication were
unreliable, citizens left messages for both the insurance adjusters that visited homes to
sec damage and anyone that passed along because this was the most stable form of
communication at the time. Because despite the gravity of the situation and the
depression that abounded, residents wanted to spread hope and encouragement to others.
1f they kept sending positive messages to others, it gave them more energy to push on at
the task ahead. Even if they did not fully believe the messages of hope spread out across
the Coast, it gave them the push to keep on dealing with the daily problems the disaster
left behind. And the more that these messages were shown, the spirit of community and
camaraderie grew because the residents were, after all, in this together. And they were all
in it together with the people most directly accessible to them, their neighbors, because
access to what was happening in the world outside of their Katrina devastated reality was
limited.
Residents in the wake of Katrina did not get television access or if they did, it was
by battery-powered televisions whose batteries did not last. It was disturbing for
Mississippi Gu lf Coast residents to see the attention that turned to New Orleans instead of
the Mississippi Gulf Coast. (Every one ofthe informants mentioned this at some point in
the interview.) This news brought residents closer together as they took pride in their
neighborhood, community, and state and rebuilt even if the main story line was not about
Mi sissippi at all.
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Well , we really didn't get it (media coverage)- when we went to (name
deleted) the next day watching the satellite, you know the tv. They didn't
really say anything about the Mississippi Gulf Coast. It was all about
New Orleans, everything about New Orleans. And that kind of
aggravated me and everybody else.

For residents, their whole way of life changed because ofthis storm. Helicopters
eventually brought in food and rescue workers. The beach highway (Highway 90) was
closed down because large portions of it had simply washed way. With that major
highway out of commission, residents had to re-evaluate their routes, and this put more
traffic on other roads. Stores were destroyed so just getting food or new clothes was not
as simple·as going to the usual shopping venues. Distribution sites became the mode of
acquiring food , clothes, and supplies. It has been estimated that it will take ten years to
get the Mississippi Gulf Coast to the state it was prior to Katrina. Therefore, residents
\\ill not be able to quickly forget that Katrina visited the Coast. There are multiple
hurricanes that come and go each year, but it only takes one to destroy a community. In
another research proj ect one resident stated, "What was once a faceless storm all of a
udden became personal." (McGrath 2006: 16) Katrina was now a mark on the timeline
of people' s lives of noteworthy, life-changing events.
Moving Forward
In this post-Katrina world , there was the daunting task of recovery. Besides what
the residents did on their own, the recovery proces.s came in two major forms - the
government and volunteers. The interviewees in this study spoke most about the
\Olunteers that came to help them pick up the pieces of their life, and chapter four will
discuss this in depth. However, the federal and state government did respond in the wake
of Katrina.
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Katrina's devastation stretched across multiple states and changed thousands of
li ves. Katrina's destruction produced many numbers- numbers of houses lost, numbers of
li ves lost or the damage estimates, but for those that have survived Hurricane Katrina, in
some way or another, their lives were changed. This thesis documents some of their
stories of destruction, loss, survival, rebuilding, renewal, and hopes for the future.
The Aims of This Thesis
Many questions arose from Hurricane Katrina, but this thesis will focus on those
about home. Exactly what is a "home"? What is the difference between a house and a
home? How were the Coastal residents' homes described through their memories and
recollections before the hurricane and how did the hurricane change them? These
questions will be answered by this thesis with the goal of understanding the emotional
impact of a hurricane and how it affects residents' sense of security, identity, and idea of
home.
Home is integral to the experience of Hurricane Katrina for these residents
because none of the residents involved in this thesis research were able to live in their
homes following Hurricane Katrina. Chapter II will explore the idta of home in the
literature and examine different ways in which the meaning of home has been
understood. In Chapter III , I describe my research methods and the interview process for
the twenty-five residents who served as respondents for this project. Chapter IV presents
the major themes from the interviewees' discussion of Katrina, their loss of home, and
the changing meaning of home in their lives. Chapter V provides a summary of what I
learned through this process and offers suggestions for further research projects.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE
Once one leaves home to live somewhere else, people are quick to ask, "Where is
horneT This is one of those basic facts that people use to define others. Where someone
is from is central to a person's identity - how (s)he thinks of self and how others think
about him/her. So how do people ddine home? And is home the place you grew up or
does it change once you grow up? Is home a real place or just part of the memory of
childhood? Is it one place or can it be multiple places? This chapter w ill explore the
concept of home and how one's connection to home affects identity.

There is a

relationship between a physical place, the meanings attached to it, and people's identity.
First space and place will be discussed in this chapter. Then home, a special type of
place, wi ll be explored. The chapter wi ll conclude with a discussion on the connection
between identity and place.
Space and Place
A particular geographical location becomes place through people fee ling

connection to and through that area; this emotional connection between humans and place
• is .. topophilia" (Tuan 1977). This emotional connection could even be described as a
.. love." Place is when the space becomes personal. Place moves beyond the practicality
of what the building was intended to be and starts reflecting the personality and lifesty le
of those that spend their time there. Van Gelder argues that this sense of place is reall y a
harmony 0 ne has between place. such as a home, and oneself (Van Gelder 2008: 13). For
example, if a person is happy with hi s or her chi ldhood, then (s)he would have fond
memories ofthe c h.ld
1 hood home and fee l a good connection there. It is important to note
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the connection to place is not always a positive one. However, in this thesis, residents
described their connections to their homes prior to Katrina as positive and not attached to
painful memories or experiences, and that type of connection to place will be the majority
of the discussion in this project.
According to Tim Cresswell, three components of place contribute to meaning location, locale, and sense of place. Location is how one finds a place on a map coordinates and geography or the address of a home. Locale includes concrete items
around which people are able to create memori es, such as the inside of buildings, trees,
roads, or the possessions inside a home. Sense of place is the feel ing of " being there" the setting and atmosphere (Cresswell 2004: 7-8). Place contributes to individual and
collecti ve experiences through social contact (Cresswell 2004: 23 , 49). Place is the
setting for collective experiences such as community events. Place plays a central role in
both individual and public history. Individual hi story inc ludes the school buildings that
people associate with their education or a community center where someone may have
had his or her first dance, whereas public history consists of events that everyone in the
area at the time experienced, such as segregation and then later integration. Place is
ignificant to as well public history because each area or community has its own public
history with the backdrop of place.
Place is created by people, their activities there, and social interactions, not by
buildings or materials (Gupta & Ferguson 1997: 40).

The building structure or materials

contribute to space not place. The difference with locale is that although locale deals
"ith things that could be considered just materia l items, these items are personal because
people feel a connection to them. The outside appearance of a house and its interior
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design may tell something about the residents' social class or preferences, but it is the
atmosphere on the inside that creates the experience of being there. The social aspect of
place could occur regardless of how the venue looks, but without the social interaction
and personal meaning, that venue would just be another space. People's emotions,
meanings, and memories that are attached to a place weave in and out of public and
individual history.
The theoretical framework dealing with space and place in this thesis will be
social identity theory. This is directly related to a sense of community/community spirit.
Social identity is described by Hauge (2007: 5) as
the individuai 's knowledge of belonging to certain social groups, as well
as the emotions and values this conveys to him or her. Social identity
therefore depends on the quality of the groups or en:ities we belong to or
have as a positive reference, such as nationality, culture, religion, family,
neighborhood, etc. The social identity we acquire as a member of social
groups might produce group behavior.
In chapter IV, social identity theory will be analyzed in relation to how things are
different on the Mississippi Gulf Coast follow ing Hurricane Katrina and if the social
identity of residents produces group behavior or similar sentiments on the same
experience.
Home
Home can be defined as a specific type of place. Home is " lived relationships"
that people possess with their place of residence (Basso 1996: 54). Therefore, home
docs not always involve a relationship of caring; this connection could be positive,
negative or neutral. These lived relationships are with the people one shares the
residence

·hb

Wit

ut also with the place. Because home is lived relationships, it is different

from a h
ouse. Maslow, Swenson, Ginbsurg, Ann ison, and Despres all speak of the
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levels of meaning for those words. Place is meaningful; home is a place. House

not yet meaningful because it has not been transformed into place; it is still space.
The more common description of home is a positive one, and peop le talk about
this connection to home more often because it is more pleasant and socially acceptable to
bring up in conversation. Here home is descri bed more positively than Basso's
definition: "Home is an exemplary kind of place where people feel a sense of attachment
and rootedness. Home, more than anywhere else, is seen as a center of meaning and a
field of care." (Cresswell 2004: 24) Th is attachment and rootedness usually comes fTom
people that a person cares for living there. Home can make people feel secure; it is a
place to belong and also is what keeps someone from living on the streets as a homeless
person or in a homeless shelter. Family, love, and acceptance all contribute to home
being a "center of meaning" and " field of care." However, not everyone experiences
these at home. The simplest level of home is where we live. Ideally that should involve
connectedness and care, but it does not always. Not all of these meanings associated with
home are of "love" or positive personal connection. Home is a special type of place
because it can be associated with feelings of belonging, but this association can also
contain conflicted emotions about that place as wel l.
Some people feel connected to and comfortable in their homes. Therefore, home
has great worth for those. Feeling connected to where one lives is important to a
person's life quality. Feeling connected to home means experiencing events there with
all fi ve senses, recalling memories made there, associating emotions with the place, and
havino a
o

1 ·
ro e With duties performed there (Tuan 1977). Home is defined by the

attachment/connectedness to it, but Tuan (1977) and Basso (1996) argue that the
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n is from lived relationships. Using Peled and Muzicant's (2008) terms, the

connectedness to home is describing the personal home, and the lived relationships of
home is best described as the social home. Van Gelder (2008: 13) explains,
When people describe feeling a "sense of place" or "being at
home," they are speaking to the feeling of harmony that comes
from living in, living with, and feeling of a place. At base, I
believe that our unspoken relationship with certain places is one of
our deepest expressions of love. That love drives us to act,
fundamentally shapes who we are, and offers the greatest potential
for shifting the unbalanced relationship humanity has developed
with the world around us.

A house offers shelter, and this helps humans stay alive, but a home helps keep
humans content (Swenson 1998: 382). The difference between a house and home is that
the latter holds symbolic and sentimental meaning, but the former is a structure devoid of
the personal attachment. A house is the locati on/structure in which a person lives, but a
home is part of a person's way of life (Ginsburg 1999: 31). Annison (2000: 259), using
Maslow's hierarchy of needs (1 943), argues that home covers all three types of needsbasic needs to survive, middle needs (sense of belonging, feeling safe), and the higher
needs of being artistic and realizing self. In contrast, a house only meets the basic need of
shelter.
Despres ( 199 1: 98-99) has ten categories to describe what a living quarters is:
ecurity and control,"" reflection of one's ideas and values," "acting upon and
modi fy ing one's dwelling," "permanence and continuity," "relationships with family and
friends," "centre of activities," "a refuge from the outside world," "an indicator of
personal status," " materia l structure," and "a place to own." Security and control is what
cparates people who have a place to live and the homeless. There is a sense of security
not having t0

worry about where one will sleep that night. A home reflects ideas and
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values through the social interactions that occur there. What food people consume there
and how children are raised show what people deem important. Modifying one' s
dwelling shows much about the inhabitants, such as where they have been and favorite
colors or artwork. A place to live gives permanence and continuity because it is the
setting of celebrations and time together. It is where relationships with those within and
outside of the fami ly can be cultivated. Where one lives usually is where much of dayto-day living and activities are performed. Having a place to live can keep unwanted
people out and away; it is also a way to escape from outside concerns. Where one lives
can tell a lot about social class (location, size of home, condition). Living quarters is a
material structure with boards and other materials composing it. A place to live also is a
material possession to acquire; owning a home separates one from those that rent. It
usually elevates your status at least a little bit in society.
Patricia Hill Collins recognizes that home can take on a variety of spatial labels,
··home as family household, home as neighborhood, home as native country" (Collins
1998: 67). Twomey also makes a distinction between home as where the family resides
and home as the place of citizenship (2009: 670). Families and citizens need a place that
they can feel comfortable. Therefore, these various levels of home are where they feel
they belong because they are among those that are similar to them or share similar goals.
Collins admits that these homes can be idealized. Home as seen as privatized, feminine
space, so efforts can be made to keep women there, and the boundaries of home can
become confining for women. She makes the point that even though these multiple
patial levels of home are inclusive for those in those groups, it means that it is excluding
others and can be sometimes limiting to women as their place is seen at "home" (Collins
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1998

: 67). For the purpose of this thesis, unless otherwise noted, home will refer to the

private/domestic level. The section that describes the changes in the Coast as a whole in
chapter four will be on the larger level of " home," but otherwise, the smaller level of
home is the main focus of this thesis.
Collins (1998) noted that there are different spatial levels of home, and Rowe
explai ned further that home is multiple because it is a fee ling that one can have in more
than one place. Because the feeling of being at home can exist in multiple places, it can
be helpfu l to adopt the view that Rowe has about home as "sites of belonging" (Rowe
2005: 15- 16). However, this can be an ideal ized notion because not everyone feels like
they belong at home. And the "sites of belonging" refer to those that live there are
included in the citizenry, not everyone.
The most important abode is the childhood home. Jackson (1995: 86) writes that
this home "shelters our daydream ing, cradles our thoughts, and memories and provides us
with a sense of stability. Throughout our lives the house in which we are born remains
' physically inscribed in us."' Since the chi ldhood home is the first introduction to home
that people have, some idealize it. Some people miss losing it in the process of growing
up and wish to return to it. Because it was the fi~st home, it usually holds a special place
in people' s hearts.
Some people are on a journey to find a home, a place where they truly belong,
and this journey may last a lifetime (Peled and Muzicant 2008: 445). For many, this
JOur ney ts
· rooted in the loss of the childhood home and a hope to return to how they felt

while there, but even if the childhood home still exists, recreating that place with the
same residents in the same roles is almost impossible once adulthood is reached, but not
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everybody focuses on the past for their journey to find "home." For Ginsburg (1999), the
most important part of the home journey is not where you departed from but where you
hope to arrive. This journey to find home is really a search not for the physical home but
the social and personal home.
The social home is the part that deals with the lived social relationships developed
inside the home. Home is often associated with milestones in people's lives, such as
having a child, getting married, and deaths of family members. In this way, a dwelling is
more of an emotional attachment than a physical place (Gurney 1997: 383). T he
experiences with other people in a home give it meaning and emotional value (Swenson

1998: 391).
The physical home is what conveniences and details are included in the home.
Simi larly, Peled and Muzicant describe home three ways - " material," "emotional," and
"symbolic" (2008: 434). Material is possessions and what one can see with his or her
eyes when looking at the house. Emotional is the fee lings one has when thinking about
the home - the attachment and the memories associated with the place. Symbolic is
"hat the home means to that person and what it tells other people about its residents.
Comparing Peled and Muzicant's labels to Sixsmith's descriptors of home, material home
would be the physical home. Emotional home would be the social home. Symbol ic
home would be the personal home.
Home is a "diffuse and complex cond ition that integrates memories and images,
desires and fears, the past and the present" (Pallasmaa 1995: 133). Leith (2006: 331)
tates that a sense of home, once the previous one was lost or replaced, is maintained by
carrying the emotions/memories/attachment of a past home place to the new place and
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blending the past and present. This explains why residents who lost their homes in
llurricane Katrina could still feel "at home" at their new home. Some of the desires
associated with home are to have one 's own place, to have a sense of place, and to remain
there even in old age (Leith 2006: 329). These desires were all expressed in the
interviews for this thesis, even after Katrina complicated the attain:r.1ent of these desires
for many.
Bruner (1987) writes that one's abode is "a place that is inside, private, forgiving,
intimate, predictably safe." Although home is a place one often thinks of as inhabiting as
a child. it is not a childish notion; it is quite complex, actually (Weir 2008: 19). Weir puts
thi s beautifully, "The ideal of home as a p lace of safety and protection has been exposed
as a lie, a romantic illusion whose seductive pull she must resist" (Weir 2008: 6). " Being
at home" for Weir would be accepting the internal home as truth. "Not being at home" is
looking at the home as what it actually is- everything might not be great, happy and safe.
I lome is a way to guard against the outside elements but also the people outside its
boundaries. Home keeps the unfamiliar and dissimilar out (Weir 2008 : 6).
Even if the dwelling had been a safe place for the people that lived there, after a
natural disaster, the home is thought of differently because inhabitants realized that home
could be invaded and no longer a haven to run to but to run away to seek outside safety
(Carroll ct. al2009: 541). Following September 11 111 , many Americans thought this way
about their country because it became less safe to them when faced with the reality of a
terrorist attack on home soil. Whether someone had to leave home through his or her free
11
"i or not, the attachment to the abode is severed (Swenson 1998: 381).
Weir bel ieves that the value of home should lie in other things, namely,
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1) the risk of connection, and of sustaining relationships through confl ict;
2) relational identities, constituted through both relations of power, and
relations of mutuality, love, and fl ourishing; 3) relational autonomy:
freedom as the capacity to be in relationships one desires, and freedom as
expansion of self in relationship; 4) connection to past and future through
reinterpretive preservation and transformative identification (Weir 2008 :
5).
The ri sk of connection relates to the social home described earlier. This can be
quite messy. As stated earlier, there is no home without a familial unit, and with multiple
people involved in a home, there is a ri sk of connection. A person can either fee l
included and excluded from family. This neglect or inclusion can carry with them the
rest oftheir lives. T he risk of connection involves the chance that the people will not
connect. People have different v iew~, and the place of residence can be the place to hash
out how one fee ls about them before venturing out into the outside world. T here is a
chance that conflict can ari se and that it may not be dealt with properly, and this is when
a domicile can become an unsafe place where people may be marginalized and inj ustices
can occur.
Wei r bel ieves if we look at home as a way to address ideas without resorti ng to
'iolcnce, then maybe we can interact with people that have views that are different from
ours without wrapping the situation under the shroud of fear because they pose a threat to
our "safe" home (Weir 2008: 8). This would also make us think of a dwelling not as a
place of sameness because there would be a struggle fo r meaning, the evolution of ideas,
and conOict of thoughts (Weir 2008: 9). While being exposed to and having to deal daily
\\ ith oth
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or her own thoughts about these same things. Rowe agrees that the abode
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should be a place of figuring out one's thoughts and beliefs about the world (Rowe

:wos: 16).
Relational identities are present in the home, and they can be positive and
negative. Power relations exist in the home, and to a certain extent they are normal, such
as the parent to child relationship. However, when they get too controlling, too
overbearing, and too stifling so that an individual is not comfortable enough to live there
or if depression emerges because of emotional abuse because of relationship being too
controlling, a dwelling is not safe or healthy. How one sees these power relationships
played out, between both adults and adults and children leaves an imprint on children and
affects their future fam ily dynamics and relational identities. These relationships impact
more than the people present in the domicile at the time, and the cycle can be repeated
over and over again. Also, abusive relationships between partners can be another
example of abuse that can be hidden in the privacy of home.
Relational autonomy, for people in a home to have the freedom to have the
relationships they want with others in the household, does not always exist. Because of
the messiness of the risk of connection and relational identities, relational autonomy can

be hampered. When people do not have the relationships they want with others, the place
one li ves is not ideal. The lack of relational autonomy may not go as far as residents'
marginalization. However, if relational autonomy is present in the home p lace, it can
produce happier, healthier residents. Just as the label of home can i.'1clude how things
actually are and how residents hope them to be, the label of home can connect two other

sc

.

cmmgly different ideas - how life was and how life will be.

38
Peled and Muzicant label two types of homes - "ideal" and "actual." Ideal is the
home that is dreamed about or as one wishes it would be. The actual home is where
reality lies, as unpleasant as it may or may not be (Peled and Muzicant 2008: 439-440).
Pisante (2002) speaks of the same two homes, but instead one is called internal and one
external. Internal involves the imagination that Van Gelder speaks of; it is what one
wants home to be. External is how things really are. There is a tension between the
internal and external home. Despite how the external home is, people yearn for the
internal. The internal home can be more desired than the external. They want to return
to the internal home even if they never experienced it before. The internal home is more
hopeful because humans wish to attain it and just because they have not gotten there yet
docs not mean they w ill not on their journey. The external home is harder to accept
because it exists in their lives now; the externa l home is what it is, but the internal home
is what the imaginer hopes it to be. A home is a mixture of " imagination" and "place"
(Van Gelder 2008: 57). A home is a combination of what one wants it to be and what it
actually is.

ot everyone' s home is a place of cari ng, but most people yearn for that

internal, idealized home because it can be more pleasant than the harsh realities of the
real, external home.
Home is also a connection to the past and future. Part of the connection to the
past is nostalgia. People paint the past to be better or more enjoyable than it actually was.
Even iftl1e past was not pamful,
·
people tend to remember the good parts and glaze over
the bad parts .m memones.
.
Th e connection
. to the past can mvolve
.
the .Ideal homestead
me ·
ntioned earl ier because reflection on the past often, like thoughts on home, is
idealized.
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Young argues that we should not fantasize about home being only part of one 's
past because it is also part of one's future (Young 1997: 152). Hirsch and Smith write,
··The past is always with us, and it defines our present; it resonates our voices, hovers
over our silences, and explains how we came to be ourselves and to inhabit what we call
our homes. Thus, what we call the past is merely a function and production of a
continuous present and its discourses" (Agnew 2005: 9). The past is more fluid than
what some may th ink; it is not something left behind but something carried with the
person always. A home place pervades a person' s past, present, and future. Maj or
experiences, both good and bad, affect how one thinks of the homestead (Gurney 1997:
376). In an interview for Alice Mah' s study on place attachment, one respondent stated,
·· ... lt"s not just a house, it' s not just an estate, it' s a home. And it's all their life, past,
present, and future" (Mah 2009: 299). Swenson (1998: 382) writes that an abode is often
a safe place that lures people there despite the time that has lapsed since they have last
been there. A dwelling is the place to return in between other ventures in life (Swenson
1998: 389). Van Gelder (2008:9) describes this as "the multiple layers of time accruing
in one place." By being in the house she grew up in, she could be in any given room at
any given time and travel back in time to any part of her childhood and adolescence that
was spent there.
Home is complex. On one hand, it is thought to be a place of belonging and fi eld
of care. On the other hand, it can be a place of marginalization and where unfair gender
roles can be imposed. It does not seem to make sense how it can be both these things, but
each person that lives in a home place experiences the relational identities there in
' arious wa

ys.

H
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.
omestead can be pleasant m some ways and unpleasant m other ways at
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the same time, but people tend to remember the good and gloss over the bad because
home is often idealized. Therefore, it is important to note that the best approach to
understanding an abode is to realize that memories or emotions to home are filtered
through human perspectives and emotions. They are often idyllic. We should remember
that they are people's representations and not to be taken at face value. We can interpret
them but also realize that notions of one's dwelling(s) are not scientific fact and need to
be studied carefully to unravel the complexity of layers of perspective, emotion, and
opinions.
Throughout this chapter, home was described many, diverse ways- a basis to be
judged, internal/external, actual/idealized, something to be attached to, more than just the
sum of the possessions inside, relational/social , the setting of milestones in ones life, not
always a physical location, imagined, a place of marginalization (injustices and imposed
gender roles), not of safe place, and a feeling. These are all different ways that people
hav\! conceptualized home. Even though people often can romanticize the notion of
home. it is not always a safe place. A homestead is complex, and it can be something
different to each individual that lives there because each resident can have their own
personal home even while living in the same physical or social home.
Although people often think of home more as a physical lol-ation or an address to
put down when fi ll ing out a form, the idea of home can best be understood as an idea or a
metaphor. It is a sense of belonging - a way of feeling about a place. Home is a vital
part of identity. This sense ofbelonging will be exp lored in this thesis because Hurricane
Katrina altered residents' homes and sense of belonging. Because Katrina changed
people's homes, the way they look at it will never be the same, and the emotions attached
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to it could be examined in a way they would not have been had Katrina never happened .
Katrina provided a means to look at one's dwelling while physically removed from it and
grappling with how this change affected who residents once were, who they were at the
time of the interviews, and even the person Katrina helped them become. A domicile is
part of the journey of discovery of who you are and who you hope to be. And even if
these feelings and experiences about home are not as pleasant as the idealized home, they
sti ll shape self and identity.
Tucker (1994) explains that people devote a lot of time to look for home, either
the home they never had but wanted or the home they once had but lost. The search to be
..at home" is also a journey. It is a journey within one's self - figuring out what makes
one comfortable. This quest for selfwilllead to redefining one's self and identity
(Singleton 1997: 2).
The theoretical framework for exploring home in Chapter IV will be placeidentity theory/place attachment theory. Chapter IV will discuss the attachment people
have with home and the effect that had on residents when the ties to home were severed
by temporary displacement or permanent loss of home.
Sixsmith (1986) has three types of homes that a person can experience the
..personal home," the "social home," and the "physical home" that comprise the meaning
of home. The personal home is the part that connects to the meaning of self. The social
home deals with the relationships of everyone that lives in that home. The physical home
is what one sees when he or she pulls up in the driveway or walks inside the house. In
reference to the loss of home in Hurricane Katrina, residents lost the physical home,
sometimes tl
. lh
.
. .
.
1e soc1a orne dependmg on hvmg arrangements fo llowmg the storm, but
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the personal home was with them even after the loss of the physical home. All of these
··homes" contribute to one's identity.
Identity

If a person is comfortable enough at home to express his or herself through how
the decorations or design of the house, home can be seen as an extension or symbol of
self (Cooper 1974). How one thinks of self (self-identity) is showcased in a home through
possessions and fl air (Leith 2006: 318). Pictures in a home are easy ways to observe the
most prominent lived social relationships. What one chooses to display can show what
one likes but also what one thinks about his or her identity as a person. Gifts, such as
knick-knacks or souvenirs, show a connection with another place or person or even
hobby. Someone can learn a great deal about the identity of a

resic!~nt

by perusing his or

her home.
Also, family relationships/roles are played out at home, and thi s develops selfidentity as well (Leith 2006: 319). How conflict is handled can either help relationships
"ithin the family and home to thrive or wither. How these relationships are maintained
affects how a person thinks about his or her self throughout life. If there is distance in a
fam ilial relationship, this strain lasts beyond the point when one ofthe people involved
moves out of the house; it is carried throughout the remainder of life . How one thinks
about his or her self, which is affected by the risk of connection and the relationships of
the family, affects how the person relates to the outside world as well. The risk of
connection is both inside the family and in the outside world, but how the risk of
connection affects one's identity and relationships w ith others.
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A very common word found to describe home in studies is "social." Place
attachment theory refers to social relationship a person has through a family and home
but also as part as a collective group or community (Mah 2009: 288). Place attachment
is the sentiments one has towards a place that is significant to him or her. This
attachment is both singular and plural. The connection one feels towards place is
personal but also relates to the people with whom he or she shares the space.
Place is closely tied to identity, specifically how people think of themselves.
Therefore, home provides the basis for one's identity (Weir 2008: 7). Swenson describes
home as the "center of self' because people define themselves by their home (1998: 384)
and often care for their home as if it is an extension of self (39 1). "Places possess a
marked capacity for triggering acts of self-reflection, inspiring thoughts about who one
presently is, or memories of who one used to be, or musings on who one might become"
(Basso: 55). A domicile is a place where people can remember both who they are now
and who they once were because it is the setting for both selves (Swenson 1998: 385).
I lome can be a status symbol, and this affects how one thinks about self (Chapman &
Robertson 1999: 39). Because of major life experiences that have happened in the past in
a particular place, people think of their future experiences happening there (Mi lligan

1998).
Most other places a person frequents are in the public sphere, but home is private.
Since it is private, it is thought of as secure because others have to be asked to come
inside. A homestead is a way to exclude the rest of the world, except those welcomed in
(Carroll et al 2009: 545). Feeling "at homeness" is being able to close a door and keep
the rest of the world out and for residents to do what they wanted without having to
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answer to any outsiders (Leith 2006: 329). This would be true for the spatial level of
homestead but not the neighborhoods and countries Collins describes as home, too.
Where you are (or reside) plays an important role in what your memories are of, and
memories play a vital role in developing one's identity (Silberstein 2000).
"Home is the foundation of our identity as individuals and members of a
community, the dwelling place of our being. One 's place of residence is not just the
house you happen to live in ... but an irreplaceable centre of significance" (Singleton
1997: 2). Home stays with a person. Even if the person has moved on from the
childhood home, the person still has memories and emotions closely tied to this home,
and home is still a part of who that person is. Parenting, schooling, and home all strongly
innuence who a person becomes.
The parental homestead is often thought of as the setting for childhood, but lately,
because of the economy and more people pursuing higher education, this home is also the
etting for people's lives well into their twenties and beyond (Abbott-Chapman &
Robertson 1999:24). However, when one' s dwelling is destroyed by natural di saster or
authorities, some people think ofthis as the point the adult portion of their lives truly
begins because the past is severed from the present (Gurney 1997: 377 & 378). Several
of my young adu lt informants expressed that Katrina made them feel like they had
crossed over into adulthood.
'·A lost home comes with the sweetest candy-floss-flavored nostalgia; sometimes

that same h
.
orne ts the one that also has the greatest power to make us sick" (Van Gelder

2008· 58) Th"
·

·

.
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. .
ts stckenmg feehng can come from loss of home or the reahzatwn that the

ide ·
a s one has about his/her home place are romanticized or changing. The sinking
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feeling that home can give can set us on a journey or quest to find home that can last the
rest of our lives. Because of nostalgia, the good, romanticized memories are played over
and over in people' s head so that they long for something that does not really even exist
and the journey to recreate or return to this place may never end. Memories are directly
related to identity process theory. Hauge (2007: 6) describes this as
Identity in this view is seen as a dynamic, social product of the
interactions of the capacities for memory, consciou~'l.ess, and organized
construal. Identity can thus be seen as both a structure and a process. The
structure ofthe identity is manifested through thought, action, and effect.
Wyn and White describe how the "social self' is nurtured not only by the fam ily,
but also by the other people with whom one grows up with in the surrounding, larger
community, and the social self is affected by place. Place and locale work together to
form this social self because they affect one' s worldview (1997:81). Hall writes that
where one lives is "the mold into which a great deal of behavior is cast" (1969: 106).
Wyn and White believe that taking into account the setting, including being part of a
collective place or community will aid in understanding how people relate to the larger
world ( 1997: 81 ). Community is closely related to the concept ofhome (Mallett 2004:

65).
"Community spirit" and "community bonding" bring people together because of a
common tragic experience; because all the community members could relate to each
other, they felt a sense of belonging and included among people with one event that
changed all of their lives (Carroll et. all 2009: 544). That sense ofbelonging to a
community is powerful, and it is enough to make residents fight to keep it from being
lost. A natural disaster or other circumstances may destroy it, but those that believe in
their com 1
.
•
•
. .
numty will go to great lengths to help save It (Mah 2009: 306). It IS Important
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to note here, though, that trauma is not the only way to build community, but in relation
to this thesis, it did.
The theOty of place attachment and theory of place identity (Giuliani & Feldman
!993, Low & Altman 1992) state that people feel tied and connected to places and
include them in factors that contribute to how they think of themselves and the world
around them. Hanson Kusuma (2008: 3) explains place attachment theory in a way that
is congruent with how Van Gelder speaks of home.
The term place attachment refers to emotional, cognitive or behavioral
bonding between human and place. Bonding between human and human
we call love, and bonding between human and place is entitled place
attachment. The term place implies meaningful space or space with
meaning. Meaning will on ly be sensed by experiences or interactions. If
there is no experience, there will be no place, although experience can be
direct, by physically sense the place, or indirect, by cognitive knowing, for
example of story telling.
Both Kusuma and Van Gelder mention this " love" of place. In chapter four, the
interviewees will describe this love, even though I never asked them about it directly.
Place attachment theory also refers to the relationship between people and their
possessions (Buchli 2002, Lucas 2002). Being near special belongings can give people
solace and contentment (Rowles 1978) because it reminds them of !}ast experiences and
various relationships in their lives (Swenson 1998: 386). It is important to note as Van
Gelder (2008: 10) explained the connections to possessions are special. What has a story
and great emotional value to a resident may look like rubbi sh to an outsider looking at the
ame object.
As this thesis continues and the interview results are present in chapter four, one
\\ill see that residents, even ifthey do not implicitly say it, have a relationship with where
they live · Th.1s reIat10ns
. h.1p IS
· d eep, even 1"f times
.
. IS
. ..,1UeIe d by Iove.
unp Ieasant, and It
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And this relationship is vital to how the residents live daily. It also influences the next
ation as children are raised in with this unspoken relationship. And that relationship
gener
with home, even if it is considered in the past when children grow up and move away, is
never too far from people's heart. It stays w ith them throughout the years and through
multiple moves. This relationship goes both ways. On one hand, people affect place by
possessions, decorations, and personalization. On the other hand, place affects people
through cultural norms, environment, and traditions (Hauge 2007 : 1).
In this chapter, space was differentiated from place. Home, a very special place,
was described. T he difference between house and home was explored. The home place
is complex because it can be many things. 1 agree with Van Gelder when she wrote,
Place, by definition, is a trickster, a shape shifter,
because it is so many things at once and yet never
all of these things simultaneously.
Although place, specifically home, can be so many things, I believe it is best
described as a feeling because the notion of being "at home" can exist w ithout the home
still being there or a person being at home. Although people tend to romanticize the idea
of home, this chapter showed how it is not always a safe place. Despite home being
complex, it is a major factor in residents' formation of their identity and how they think
of the outside world. A domicile is a site of identity development because it influences
how one thinks about his or her self and also how he or she would relate to others within
the home through the risk of connection. Through the analysis of the interviews in
chapter four three maj or differences will be noted - how the Coast as a whole changed
(space and place), how home changed, and how self changed identity. Social identity
theory will be the basis for analyzing place (Mississippi Gulf Coast). Place-identity
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theory/place attachment will be the theoretical framework for discussing home. Identity
process theory will guide the discussion on identity. Throughout the thesis, the lived
relationships between people and home that Basso and Van Gelder described will be
highlighted. In chapter four, the interviews will be analyzed for how the natural disaster

of Katrina affected identity. More specifically, it wi ll explore how residents viewed
themselves as changing as a result of their Hurricane Katrina experiences.
With space, place, house, and home explained, the next chapter focuses on
research methodology employed to examine in-depth residents' experiences with Katrina
and the changes in sense of home and self that followed. Chapter IV will describe more

of the experience of a lost home by how things are different for Coastal residents as a
result of hurricane Katrina in three ways - the Coast as a whole (place), home, and self
(identity).
Contributions to the Discussion on Home and Natural Disasters
What this thesis will contribute to the literature on home and disasters is that it
ties the two subjects. T here is a great deal of literature on home and on natural disasters

of all types but few on both, especially Hurricane Katrina. Because Hurricane Katrina is
relatively recent, few people had written about the effect loss of home from Hurricane
Katrina had on residents. Much of the literature on Hurricane Katrina focuses on New
Orleans, so this thesis gave a Mi ssissippian perspective on the natural disaster.
What this thesis contributes to anthropological knowledge is that a better
Understanding the connection between home and identity can shape disaster response.
Disaster relief workers will be better equipped to deal with the loss of home and how
r .

esldents respond to it. If government officials take into account the emotional value that
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place holds to residents, then they can better determine the steps need to recover while
valuing maintaining a sense of place as best as possi ble. Anthropo l0gists that do
ethnographies or other qualitative research on natural disasters can be aware of the close
ties of place, home, and identity that may get looked over when other urgent needs are
being dealt with in the wake of a natural disaster. Anyone that better understands this
connection and the theories of place attachment and place identity can better empath ize
with residents that have experienced this trauma. Also, taking these theories and findings
into account, one can better understand how to deal with displaced people and determine
the best plan of action to find them temporary housing during the recovery process.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
To understand the significance of "home" and the connections between place and
identity, I needed to use qualitative methodology that allowed for unexpected findings
and maximum room for respondents to share their stories. I did not want to focus on
demographic trends of statistical changes but rather personal experiences and the
meanings that home held for people. Given the time constraints facing residents at the
time, focus groups would have been near impossible to coordinate. Additionally,
participant observation of recovery work - while I saw it on a regular basis- was not
helpful in getting at the meanings that things held for people; it was loud and often times
chaotic. The best strategy , and the one I utilized, was in-depth interviewing built around
open-ended semi-structured questions.
The Interviewees
Following approval by the Institutional Review Board at the University of
Southern Mississippi, I interviewed twenty-five residents of Pass Christian. My
respondents were between the ages of 18 and 80, and all of them lived in the area during
the time of Katrina and chose to return following the storm. Informants included in the
research had to reside in a home, not a homeless shelter, prior to Katrina and be living in
the area at the time the interviews were conducted. All interviews were done between
June 2007 and August 2008.
Both males and females were interviewed for this project. Education levels varied
from a middle school education, general education diploma, high school diploma,
associates degree, bachelors degree, and masters degree. The two r!lajor racial groups of
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the area, African Americans and Caucasians, were represented. All age groups included
in the Census are represented in the research, except for the 0-4, 5-9, 10-1 4, and 85+ age
brackets. (In my IRB proposal I stated that all informants would have to be eighteen
years or older. Interviewing minors requires more paperwork, and they were in school
during the hours I mostly conducted the interviews.) Also, those under eighteen years of
aae
would have had less time to form a connection to place and have less memories to
1:>
draw from for the questions I asked. The demographic profile of the respondents is noted
in Table 2.
Table 2
Race and Gender ofInterviewees

Gender

Race

16 females

22 Caucasians

9 males

3 African Americans

Interviewees were solicited via public flyers. In order to get a representative
sample of the Pass Christian population, flyers were strategically placed in areas that all
classes, races, and genders frequented , such as the sole gas station and restaurant in the
city at the time. Snowball sampling (Neuman 2000: 196) followed, as respondents were
asked to give the researcher's name and number to others they thought would want to
Participate. This type of sampling allows the researcher to experience the
Interconnectedness of the informants. Everyone in the sample does not know each other,
but through degrees of separation, they ali are connected in some way through mutual
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acquaintances (Nueman 2000: 199). For a project exploring community, this approach
showed how intertwined the citizens in the area are and made it possible for their stories
to provide different perspectives on the same events that occurred in their city before,
during, and after Hurricane Katrina. Often, the interviewees would mention the same
events, community happenings, and residents as they related to their individual stories.
Although Katrina was a subject mentioned very often by Coastal residents and
something people would freely speak about in everyday conversation at the time, asking
someone to give an interview proved to be something entirely different. Residents were
busy rebuilding their homes still, and often returned from their place of employment to
work on their homes in the evenings. Requesting someone to sit down and even do a
one-hour interview was asking for a lot. With the two major Coastal bridges out of
commission for an extended amount of time, even traveling to and from work could turn
into a considerably longer commute; a ten minute drive with bridge access easily became
a thirty minute drive without it. Completing the interviews took more time than it would
have been pre-Katrina. I had to allot more traveling time in my research schedule.
Sometimes I took the ferry into Pass Chri stian, but most of the time, I drove around in a
least direct route avoiding the destroyed bridges to get from one place to another.
T he Interview Process
The shortest interview was forty -five minutes, and the longest one was four hours,
""ith the average interview ranging from about an hour and a half to two hours. All
Interviews were conducted in Pass Christian, most often in the interviewee's temporary
dwelling. Before the interviews began, I opened with simple conversation such as talking
about the

h
.
weat er to make the atmosphere more comfortable for the mformant.
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Furthermore, informants signed a release form giving me permission to use their
interview content for my research. I agreed to use their responses but not to attach their
names to their answers and to not include information that could reveal their identity.
At the beginning, I also told the interviewees that they did not have to continue
with the interview if it was too upsetting, but all continued. I compiled a list of free and
low cost counseling services available to Mississippi Gulf Coast residents and gave the
information packet to participants in case they felt like they needed to talk to a counselor
about their Hurricane Katrina experiences. The informants were also told they did not
have to answer any question with which they were uncomfortable. None expressed
discomfort with any questions or said they did not want to answer a question.
The open-ended questions were designed in order to get an understanding of
residents' sense of home before, during, and fo llowing Hurricane Katrina. Asking them
about Pass Christian gave me time to get to know their connections to the city and the
sense of community. Then, inquiring about their Hurricane Katrina experience allowed
informants to tell their unique stories. Through our discussion, I learned more about each
interviewee and their vantage point before, during, and after Hurricane Katrina.
Due to the personal nature of the material, all participants became emotional at
some point during the interview. People are deeply affected when their home is badly
damaged or destroyed, thus speaking on the topic elicits strong emotional responses.
Several cried at some point and some even had to take time to gather their thoughts and
composure. Stephen Sloan (2008:1) calls this "working between tragedy and memory."
The intersection of tragedy and memory is where these interviews emerged; informants
had to sift through the emotions while telling their stories and remember painful
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experiences that brought up unpleasant feelings. Kahn ( 1996: 188) writes, "History,
biography, memory, and emotion all merged with and settled in the landscape. These
places would trigger strong emotions." When speaking of buildings and places
completely destroyed or damaged, deep emotions will be expressed because informants
have lost, either permanently or temporarily, places that hold meaning or at least
familiarity to them. Informants shared personal history with places and buildings,
biographies, memory, and emotions in the interviews with Pass Christian as their
common landscape.
I recorded the interviews on a digital recorder and then transcribed the interviews
in full and found themes within the text. It took several times of listening to the
interview, rewinding parts, and typing it all out. Rarely could I listen to a sentence and
get every word transcribed without having to rewind to catch some part of the sentence
that sounded inaudible during the first time I listened to it. Next I gave the participants a
copy of their interviews along with the opportunity to make any changes or additions; I
allowed them the chance to make changes because these were their stories, and the
interviewees were collaborators in my project and wanted to make sure I accurate ly
recorded their words because they were not mine. I thought it more ethical this way, and
I felt it necessary to make sure the information I had was correct before I used it because
1did not want to misinform or misinterpret from the interviews. Respondents' stories
were not just products to be consumed; I wished for them to feel as much a part of this
project as me because Katrina had become pivotal in all of our life stories. If they had
any corrections, I added them to the transcripts. The only responses I received were
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about changing the spelling of names mentioned in the interviews. Lastly, I went through
the transcripts to find ~common themes.
The Interview Questions
Sem i-structured interviews have a few standard questions, but the bulk of the
interview contains questions that are determined by the interviewee's responses. Most of
the questions are follow-up questions to clarify or to expand upon previous answers. The
set of questions asked in every interview are included below (Table 3).
Table 3

Interview Queslions

Interview Questions

I. Tell me about how or why you first came to live in Pass
Christian.
2. Tell me a little about where you were living in summer

2005.
-What things did you like?
-What things did you not like?

3. Please tell me about your Hurricane Katrina experience.
-Did you stay for the storm or evacuate?
4. How was your home affected?
5. Tell me about your home now.
6. Is there anything else that I did not ask you about that
You would li ke to discuss?

These questions were designed in order to get an understanding of residents'
homes before, during, and following Hurricane Katrina. Asking them about Pass
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Christian allowed me time to get to know their connections to the city and the sense of
community. The Hurricane Katrina experience prompt gave a chance for informants to
tell their stories because everyone had a story about the storm, and each of these stories
was unique. Residents, more often than not, just wanted someone to hear their stories.
They spent a large portion of the interview speaking about home, the central idea of this
thesis. Though the interviews were not linear and informants went back and forth adding
details as they remembered them, each individual told his or her st0ry. I learned more
about each interviewee and their vantage point before, during, and after Hurricane
Katrina.
Reasoning Behind Doing This Type of Research
The subject matter I researched was conducive to qualitative research because I
wanted to ask more than yes/no questions and questions with answers on a scale (i.e.
strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, and strongly agree). As a result of Hurricane
Katrina, the population around the Coast was altered leading some in the area to move
away while others relocated to the area to help with the rebuilding process. I wanted to
show more than general trends of answers I asked from the analysis of a survey. I wished
to learn about personal stories and journeys. I wanted experiences described and openended questions on a survey would not have sufficed.
A focus group would have been interesting to have, but I found informants were
very busy in the rebuilding process. It was hard enough to get informants to do an
Interview. Asking informants to participate in a focus group would have required more
time from them, and I had no outside funding to offer them any incentives for their
Participation.
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Participant observation is useful in many research proj ects, but I found that my
informants went to work and then came home only to begin their other "work" of
rebuilding their homes. Construction areas are not the best places to listen or talk. In the
wake of Katrina, residents said they spent the ir time at work or rebuilding their home,
and for a very long time after Katrina, there were not really any other public places to
meet.
Even though the process did not run perfectly, I beli eve that this qualitative
method better served my aim of learning more about the concept of home for Pass
Christian residents affected by Hurricane Katrina. Through surveys, the answers I
received would not have been as detailed as I desired. By conducting interviews, I was
able to explore my research questions directly and more efficiently.
Chall enges in the Research Process
The interviews I obtained contained much more info rmation than I cou ld ever use.
As a result, I had to wade through the words, sift through the meanings, and find
common threads that tied all the stories together. During the interviews, informants
would "chase rabbits" or pondered over details, which in the grand scheme of things,
mattered little to the research question at large. However, these stories mattered to the
person that was telling them.
Due to the nature of a small town, news spreads quickly and people began sharing
their Katrina stories once the storm subsided and their most immediate needs were met.
Without electricity for at least weeks and up to months (depending on where residents
were located on the power grid, the level of damage, and if the dwelling flooded or not)
or other more conventional means of entertainment (until power was restored), these
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stories served a purpose of entertainment and also the need of being heard when the
oovernment and help seemed far removed from the equation.
::>

The first challenge I recognize from this type of research is the use of memories.
As with home being idealized, memories can be idyllic as well. People tend to recall the
fond memories and try to forget the bad ones. People do not want to be burdened with
the emotional baggage of the less than perfect parts, so they are brushed aside. Recalled
less and less in recollections with others who experienced the same event, the memory
begins to fade.
Memories are also fi ltered through a person's mind. Details can be
mi sremembered or forgotten. A person may place more emphasis on certain portions or
details than what really happened. Memories involve imperfect carriers of the
information - people. Therefore, a person has to be objective when dealing with people 's
memories and know that the whole story is not portrayed because it is either forgotten or
not even realized by the conveyor of the information because that person could not see
the whole picture from his or her perspective. They are filtered through a person and can
be distorted. There are parts of the narratives people wish to share more than others.
Memories are important to qualitative work, but they are also parti~.,ular to the individual.
Like two eyewitness of a crime can describe the event in differing ways, even two people
that have a common experience as a memory can remember it differently.
Memories can be fictionalized because a person may remember something
Incorrectly. Memories may be full of nostalgia, and recollections can be how one wanted
things to be Instead
·
of how they actually are. Memories of home are personal and
Particular, and depending on how a person related to the people in the home (whether the
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risk of connection went well or not and whether relational autonomy existed or not),
affects how the home place is constructed in memories. What home means to that person
is as complex as one's domici le is because it is based on that person's particular
connection to and experiences in the home. However, despite how it is remembered, the
idea of and reality of "home" is still important.
The second challenge I faced while conducting the interviews was when
informants considered me an insider by having lived through Katrina and having grown
up in Pass Christian. During the interviews, I often asked questions that I already knew
the answer to prior to the interview to see if I could get a more detailed answer and have
a record of it in my transcript. However, if the informants knew that I already knew
about what I was asking about, they would leave out details and offer me an abbreviated
description of the experience. Or they would say, "Of course, you already know... " or
"You know how it was ... " Thus, I would not get as complete answers as someone else
that was not part of the community might have. As a result I would have to ask extra,
clarifying follow-up questions to get them to verbalize what they thought I already knew.

A third challenge was the introduction of the tape recorder to the interaction
between the informant(s) and myself. Some informants were wary of being recorded.
They fe lt intimidated. Others were afraid of the silence that inevitably occurs in
allowing them time to respond which left them wanting to turn the recorder off so as to
not record their pauses. Numerous informants eyed the recorder during the interview,
ever cognizant of its presence. Other informants treated it almost like another person in
the interaction and wanted to be sure to answer the questions as elegantly as possible for
it 0 .
· ne Informant whispered me to turn the recorder off while she thought about answers
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because she did not want the recording to show how long it took her to think about the
answers. Afterwards some made comments that they hoped they artswered the questions
..

0
1:>

ood enough" fo r the project. The majority of the informants did not attend college, and

if they did, it was junior college. To them, the tape recorder represented a part of the
university, a world they never experienced. However, as Julie Bettie (2003) points out,
being a researcher elicits credibility. That being said, being associated with a university
and having earned a degree, allows me upward social mobility into a class that I was not
born into and that most of my informants did not belong to, either. Bettie points out that
even though a researcher may relate and feel part of the same social class as one's
informants, he or she may still be viewed as " other" (Bettie 2003: 16).
The informants also let other people become aware of the tape recorder. When
interviewing at an individual's home, sometimes someone else would come into the
room, and the interviewee would inform the other person they were being recorded .
Other times, informants would argue with someone else that was in the room, main ly a
spouse or significant other, about detai ls of the story and then remember that they were
being recorded. Or they would threaten the other person with something like, "This is
being recorded ; we do not need your input." Five informants had this experience. Also,
when telling a lengthy story, sometimes the informant would say that he or she did not
want to waste my tape talking about thi s, even though I was not using tapes. The
recorder was often a subject of discussion, even if it was just inquiring, "Can it hear me?"
''hen asking about their voice levels in responding to my questions. If the light changed
on the recorder to show that the noise level changed, many informants would notice it
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and inquire about the light activity. Eight informants talked about the recorder during the
interview.
However, it is important to note that without knowing shorthand as much as 75%
of the interview could have been lost by just relying on note-taking (Bucher eta! 1957:
359); tape-recording even with the attention it drew, was very much worthwhile.
Recording the interview freed me from having to rely solely on notes, which could leave
out important information. It allowed me to devote more attention to the informant. The
interview felt like more of a conversation with me giving eye contact to the interviewee
instead of having eyes drawn away by looking at a notebook.
The next set of probl ems encountered was scheduling issues. An informant
would schedu le an interview and a conflict would arise leading him or her to reschedule.
Due to the fact that I was not always on the Coast, scheduling sometimes was an issue.
Although some interviews did not work out because of scheduling conflicts, I was able to
get my goal of twenty-five interviews completed. Some people even contacted me after I
had reached the goal because they were interested in interviewing if I needed any more
interviews.
Furthermore, a last set of problems was technical difficulties. On one occasion,
the recorder malfunctioned, leaving most of the interview unrecorded. After realizing
this, I had to do the interview over again. As a result, parts were left out of the second
Interview because the informant would think it was already said, and it was but in the
first, unrecorded interview. Also, I once accidentally pressed the play button instead of
the record button. Therefore, a part of the interview had to be redone once I realized that
the inter ·
·
VIew was not bemg recorded.

Background noise could not always be
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controlled, and it was often difficult to decipher what informants said. Often times,
people speak at varying levels of loudness. This causes the recorder to pick up some
people's voice better than others. I did talk to everyone about being recorded before I
ever pressed the record button, and all agreed they were okay with being recorded. I
think some of the challenges with the recording were faced when an interviewee was not
familiar with the recording process. Some were naturally better at !elling their story than
others due to individual factors such as voice projection. The use of a voice recorder
allowed informants to be made more aware that they were tell ing their story to an
audience larger than j ust me, and they wanted to make sure they told it well. However,
despite the challenges that arose, the interviews were v ital to this thesis and the most
exciting part for me.
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CHAPTER IV
ANALYSIS OF DATA
Everything is Different Now
"The only thing that has not changed is the sky." (Scelba 2006: 64)
From the interviews, one can glean that a tremendous change has happened in the
Jives of Coastal residents. Things changed on August 29, 2005 and for some, those
things will never return to a semblance of normality. For others, their definition of
normal has changed to include their new reality of life post Katrina. Hurricane Katrina
changed Coastal residents ' lives in three major ways. First, the Coast as a whole was
changed; the physical geography and landscape was altered. Secondly, Katrina changed
things within individual 's lives- how they thought about daily staples, notably home,
and how they viewed others. Thirdly, Hurricane Katrina affected personal identity, how
residents viewed themselves.
Changing Coast as a Whole
Residents struggled with how the landscape and bui ldings changed their Coast as
a whole. They struggled with memories of the past, missing people associated with
places, how the area was being rebuilt to look like just any other place, and loss of the
places where they could have rebuilt community. Without the buildings to define their
space, they felt lost literally and emotionally. Residents longed for the way things were.
When bui ldings that once defined a person, such as a high school, are lost, people
grappled with how to define themselves and their identity. The buildings were part of
their lives journeys and when they were gone, residents began questioning, "Who exactly

arn I now?" Place attachment theory states that once a person is connected to a building it
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affects how s/he thinks about themselves and the world at large. A resident could no
longer drive down the road and point to where s/he went to school and have a physical
reminder of the years spent there. The association with the building went from a visual
reminder when one saw the building to a piece of memory. There is a replacement
building there, but it is not the same building, and the only connection they have to that
building is through its name because it is not actually the building they once were
attached to. The bonding between humans and place is severed because it is not the
same place with which the people formed the connection.
Informants that I spoke with that had lost a family member prior to Katrina and
then that family member's home during Katrina, felt like they lost a final piece of that
person. One resident spoke of a grandmother that she had lost three years prior to
Katrina. The gri ef was still real in the years in between the death and the hurricane, but
the informant said that she could be in the grandmother's house and almost expects her to
shuffle around the corner and speak to her while she was there. Objects and rooms
brought up memories of time shared at the house when the informant saw them in the
house. The respondent felt like all that she had left of her grandmother was being able to
go to the house and remember her and touch her possessions. However, when the
hurricane reduced the house to just a concrete slab, the resident felt as if she had lost
every last piece of her grandmother. Thi s also speaks to the deep bond that humans can
have with place. Once the person connected to the place died, one part of the connection
was severed and once the home was destroyed, the last connection was gone.
"Yeah, I felt like she died all over again."
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Residents were not only affected individually by missi ng fami ly memories but as
a whole on the community level by missing those no longer in the community. People
often mentioned mi ssing their neighbors that had not rebuilt yet or decided not to rebuild.
Also, they noted that it affected the community negatively when some decided to not
rebuild because they felt they lost a part of their community identity and history.
Definitely kind of empty because it is something you know you wi ll
never get back and even if you duplicate historical places like the Palace
in the Pass, it j ust wouldn' t be the same. It was definitely kind of sad
and definitely really kind of - I don't know - it is hard because you feel
kind of lost when things like that are gone that have been there so long and
you are driving down the beach and you don 't see any of those things that
you used to see. I feel kind of lost.
I miss - it is not one thing in particular. It is the whole Coast. 1 was so
sad the weeks following the storm because I would drive down Highway
90, and 1 would get lost. I would miss my turn because there was nothing
I would see my whole life that was there anymore. And after the storm,
pictures would come out after the storm about what things looked like
before the storm and what things looked like after it was just very
devastating to me. You missed the way things were. You realized what
we had was gone. What we had was great, but you were still living. If we
never were affected, you never would have thought, you know, a storm
that terrible was that much damage. You just don't think about living on
the Coast - my favorite restaurant that 1 frequented or just little places I
would visit or just the way life was before the storm because after the
storm all people wanted was to get back to normal. 'Cause we were used
to our routines. And you miss that. You get tired of fishing through the ice
chest for things because you don't have power or cooking on a little pot on
the grill because there is no power or just sleeping on the floor because
you don't have your bed anymore. Those are the things that you miss.
And as fast as it goes away, it doesn't come back that fast. And it is gone
in an instant, and it takes this long while for everything to build back up
again. You don' t get your house rebuilt and think that it is like things are
normal again. It really takes a real long time to feel like normal.
In this quote, the resident is lost literally but also figuratively. While places and
objects that used to orient this person are one, so are these items that hold meaning and
value to this person. A way of life, including routines and the comforts of famil iarity,
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was altered because of this person's experience of Hurricane Katrina. The person feels
empty and lonely because of this loss. Normalcy is what the resident longs for, but it w ill
be a new sense of normalcy because the old sense of normalcy has now become
something of the past. Residents felt lost literally with the buildings gone because they
were landmarks in their routes but lost figuratively because these structures helped define
who they thought they were. Without them, they fe lt like a part of their identity was
missi ng.
Residents expressed that they disliked how the Coast was being rebuilt. There
was a strong emphasis on keeping the look of the Coast the same. If they buildings
looked the same as the destroyed ones, it would be easier to residents to reconcile with
the loss. A similar enough looking building would evoke memories associated with the
old one. People wanted buildings back because they associated part of their life with
them - whether a school , place of work, or home. Memories were strongly attached to
physical buildings because when space holds meaning it becomes place as discussed in
the literature review, and when the buildings were no longer there, residents felt like part

of their past, part of their identities, both co llective and individual was missing. They
missed the old buildings, but what is more, they missed their sense of place.
They fe lt that with the rebuilding, their area was losing its identity; the historical
buildings were replaced with bland "cookie-cutter" buildings. In other words, part of the
historic charm of the Coast vanished with the advancements of modern construction.
From the interviews, I found that residents val ued preservation of how things were,
especially historical buildings. Viewing this from the lens of social identity theory, this
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could be a :alue from this social group, and it could produce the group behavior/desire
for things to remain the same or at least similar to how they once were on the Coast.
Residents' identities were formed in the settings of these buildings that they spent
a great deal of time in - places of worship, schools, community centers, and places of
employment as well as places they spent smaller portions of their lives in, such as a place
a ceremony was held, a particular store one enjoyed or just a place in which a resident
liked to eat. Even in the littlest ways, their way of life changed due to the fact that those
places were no longer there. Whether it is a place that they went to for a leisure activity
or their house, the Jack of that building changed some aspect of their lives.
With historical buildings that set this area apart from other places, it began to look
more like any other non-particular place. In the quote below, the resident was displeased
that recovering and rebuilding did not make things the way they once were. Residents
lost some of the places that made their area unique, and they did not want to blend in with
the rest of the Gulf Coast area; residents still wanted to maintain their Mississippi Gulf
Coast place identity.
Three years later and what they are building back makes it look like a
little mini Florida. We are no longer our own state. You drive down the
beach, and it looks like Florida. People are planting palm trees in the
sand.
How things were rebuilt contributed to the community atmosphere- how residents felt
about the buildings and also because these buildings and places will be the settings for
future community events, the culture of the community was altered.
You go back there and say that' s where we used to hang out for lunch or
whatever and this and that. It's gone. So you can't go down the road
bring your kids there and say this is where I went to school. This is where
I used to whatever because yeah, there' s going to be a building there but
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it's not going to be like it was when you were there. We never went
there. Yeah, you went there but not there.
You miss everything that was, like Marine Life.
Back in Chapter II, in the place section community spirit and bonding were
described. Once these public, shared places were out of commission, shared social
experiences in the community were limited. As residents felt more isolated, they did not
have a great sense of community spirit. Residents lost both their sense of normalcy and
fami liarity as routines changed and landmarks disappeared.
Major things residents missed were neighbors, the way of life before Katrina
(without disruptions in travel and Joss of amenities such as the Wal-Mart in Pass
Christian), missing buildings, places of entertainment (such as Buccaneer State Park, a
water park, see below), and the loss of the sense of community that once was there. The
spirit of the community was still there in individuals that chose to rebuild, as residents
mentioned, but the look of the community was different with buildings missing or badly
damaged. Also, not all Coast residents returned or chose to rebuild.
I miss my neighbors over here. I miss [name deleted] living over there
because he wants to bt! over there. I don' t see him that much. There are a
lot of places gone. I miss seeing people living around here.
You used to be able to go out there on the water and not have to worry if
your boat was going to run over something. You could go out there and go
swimming and not worry if you were going to step on a house. Actually ,
to go out there and to go fishing on a pier, there are no piers left. There
are probably only three or four piers left on the bottom half of the state
anymore. Buccaneer State Park was completely wiped out, and the state
will not give up any money to fix it. . .I mean, Buccaneer State Park was
where everybody around here went to camp, to go tc the wave pool. I
miss the school. There is nobody down here anymore. Everybody left.
Nobody came back. I mean, most people came back. You can still see
people here. But if you go to Pass Christian High School, there are 80
people in the high schoo l in the senior class. There's probably sixty or
seventy in the ninth grade. There used to be two or three hundred kids for
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that school for each grade. Nobody's left. You go down through the Pass,
and you don' t see any body's homes. You just see only people sparsely
building here and sparsely building there. You walk down through that
little neighborhood down through there. It' s gone. And I miss the
churches most of all, like St. Paul ' s. It's not coming back.
Related to community are the buildings that the people in a community interact
within. When those buildings were no longer there or too damaged to use for some time,
residents had a hard time. When individuals or groups made the decision to not rebuild,
it affected neighbors and residents of the community that missed what once was. Even if
they did not realize how much the buildings meant to them before the storm, they
certainly thought about it once they were gone. Some went even as far as to say the
buildings were an extension of self. Also, residents knew once the buildings were
restored, the morale of the community would be further boosted as well.
I felt Iike part of my heart had been ripped out. They [buildings lost]
were like part of me.
It made me meaner. It has helped me realize that I am pretty tough. It
also helped me to, I think, realize the- that church means a lot to the
community. See, after St. Paul's withdrew, I think that was a terrible,
terrible assault on the psyche of the community. And I know they had all
sorts of reasons why the bishop did that. But I knew the church had to
keep going, and so one of the things I realized was that it was really
important for me to keep going and rebuild (church name deleted) for the
good of the community.

Because of Hurricane Katrina, place was altered. In visible ways, buildings were
destroyed. In ways that were more internal, ties to place were severed. Like the internai
and external home discussed in chapter two, ties to place can be internal and external.
External ties to place, what actually existed in the physical form, were destroyed.
Internal ties to place, what residents felt or wished things to be, still existed within them.
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While community spirit still existed, community bonding was not as easy as it used to be
once community space and place were put out of commission follo-Ning the storm.
Just as place was affected by Katrina, so were people. Place influences social
identity. Being in a smaller, tight-knit community with several community events like
the ones described in chapter one, residents missed these interactions. Perhaps because
there was a great deal of historical buildings before the storm or possibly because
historical appreciation of the area was stressed and valued in school and community,
residents expressed concern for the destruction of these places. This could be group
behavior described in social identity theory that this social group developed based on
their emotions, values, and sense of place.
Changing Meanings of Home
Post-Katrina, the physical and emotional meaning of "home" changed.
Structures were rebuilt and did not look the same or have the same possessions in them,
and people often found themselves in temporary housing that they came to define as a
sort of"home." FEMA campers, tents, and Katrina cottages all were called residents'
homes, even though residents admitted they would not define them as a home prior to
Katrina because they were devoid of personal attachment and meaning. Also, residents'
definition of a physical home prior to Katrina did not include these structures because
they were not in their realm of reality of what living quarters could encompass yet.

FEMA campers were viewed as a recreational tool for camping before the hurricane, not
as a dwelling for an indefinite amount of time. One resident said, " It's not so bad. I am
getting to the point that it is just stuff. Thankfu lly, we had insurance and don't have to
live in a little trailer" (Sun Herald 2006: 8). A house is viewed differently because it is
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not seen as a place of safety and security anymore. Residents are well aware that houses
can be lost. Returning to the theory of place attachment described in chapter two, one
can see how the residents feel connected to place, in this case home, and include this in
factors that contribute to how they think of the world around them. Because of the prior
connection to home and that place being defined previously, residents did not see the
FEMA camper or rebuilt home as what home really was. They saw home as something
that once was and then was destroyed. Therefore, it would take place attachment to occur
to the new house for it to be considered home to the residents.
Yeah, the other house meant more to me, and I was used to it a lot. All
my kids stayed there at one time or another. It was home. The new house
will not be a home. It will be a house. It will not be a home.
The distinction between the first house and the second house, as the resident made
clear was the memories. It is the little stories along the way - the growth charts on the
wall, the little places where the informants' small children colored on the walls, the
resident's grandmother's furn iture that was passed down, and the pictures that once hung
on the wall that were destroyed that made the first home different from the second home.
This is the social relationship between family and home described in chapter two. In the
quote below, one also sees the attachment to possessions that was also described in
chapter two.
Yeah, and I dream about things I had, like [name deleted]'s sewing
machine. I was going to make a quilt in my sleep one night. Then I
realized that there was no sewing machine. I don ' t even know ifl'd still
be right ifl had a house. It's not the same house.
The quote above shows how the informant was changed by the lack of a house. The
resident stated that things were not the same; there was no house rebuilt yet, and
something was missing - a sense of belonging that might return when the house is rebuilt,
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but the only way to find out was to have a house again. Temporary housing did nothing
to alleviate this feeling of loss. As one interviewee put it: "The way I feel now, I don't
care ifl have anything, just a place to stay." Similarly, temporary housing holds no
meaning for another respondent, who said: '"'I have a house now, but that does not mean
it is going to stay there." Based on the theory of place attachment, the residents do not
feel tied or connected to place yet. This does not mean it will not happen; it just means it
has not occurred yet. This bonding takes time.
The FEMA campers or other temporary dwellings did not make the residents feel
settled and at "home." Campers and tents were not designed to be lived in long term, and
the impermanence of the situation was evident in this living arrangement. Living in these
conditions did not make them feel like residents but more like the "refugees" that
outsiders cal led them . These quick fixes were just shelter and not a meaningful place that
gave a sense of belonging because they were not permanent solutions, and the residents
knew that. Nothing is certain. The loss of home has taken away a sense of security. The
sense of feeling tied to place is gone because where the resident is staying is not
permanent, and one' s sense of rootedness and belonging is affected.

It is because a lot of your stuff that was there isn't there. It was because
it looked like a work area when you are getting ready to repair it, it just
didn' t look or feel like home. It felt really empty.
In the quote above, the informant mentioned that the sentimental objects that held
meaning were gone, and it did not feel like a home. This points back to the attachment
to possessions discussed in Chapter II.
Oh, no nothing takes the place of my home because this is the home I
lived with my children and my husband. I raised my children in this
house. And nothing takes the place of this place.
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In this quote above, the informant notes that the new house is different because it was not
the house her children grew up in, and because her children are grown, this house will
never be a house that they live in with her. This reflects place attachment theory because
the social relationship between family and home has changed. The ties to place were
related to that lived social experience of having a family grow up in that house, and when
the physical location of those memories are gone, external home is lost. Internal home is
still there, but the physical ties to home are gone. Therefore, the person feels less
attached to place.

It (living in a FEMA camper) was like camping. It was alright. It was
what you had. You had to deal with it, you know. Cause there was
nothing else.
Informants, like the one above, spoke of the FEMA camper with disdain, and some, like
the one quoted below, did not favor the new house after Katrina, much either. The
residents were distinguishing between a house and a home. A house is a structure with
new items in it that do not hold much meaning. A home is more of a " lived relationship"
with the building. Possessions inside have sentimental value. In the FEMA camper and
in the rebuilt house, residents had a place to stay, but the structure had yet to mean
something to them . It was a space that had not been transformed to place yet. There was
no place attachment yet.
So it is a home. And it is a settled home that I can home to, even though I
know because of Katrina, any time it can all be taken away from you. But
you can't place a really big value on it, you know. You can' t. The value I
put on it is that it is a home- it' s a home for my kids, a shelter from the
rain and will keep me warm in the winter. But other than that, it is just a
material thing.
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The informants I spoke with did not want to leave because of deep attachment to
the area, such as in the quote below. The informant in the last quote below said it
physically hurt to see the old house torn down. Another informant got in the attic as the
house was being torn down and tried a last minute attempt to salvage possessions because
they held significance to him/her. A s/he said, "This is my home. It is where I was born.
I would not want to live no other place." This points back to the varying spatial levels of
home Col lins described. The resident was talking about the area as a whole as home and
not particularly the physical structure of house in that quote. The "home" on the house
spatial level is gone, but the larger "home" of the Coast and neighborhood is still there,
but the larger level of home had its struggles with places where a sense of community
could be fostered not being rebuilt for some time. The theory of place attachment is
holding true in these quotes/examples. Other respondents responded similarly:
There's no place like home.
It always seemed homey to me. It was home to me. Then Katrina came
and really took it away. It really did upset me when we had to push it
down.
In this section, how home changed, both the internal and external home, was
discussed. Looking at this loss of home through the theory of place attachment
perspective, one can see that this connection to place (home) affects how they think of
things around them, such as what their definition of home. Residents are attached to their
possessions, and when those are gone, a structure feels less like home. Lived social
relationships with family are important to contributing to the idea of home, and when
those people no longer live in that structure and that structure that they once lived in with
the resident no longer exists, a building feels less like home. The internal attachment to a
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place can still exist when the external/physical place no longer does, but then the
attachment shifts from part of everyday, normal reality to a memory of a place that
someone used to go. Place attachment is very evident in these interviews about
Hurricane Katrina.
Little things, such as things one used to have or places one once frequented are
gone. Individually, these alterations would not seem like a big deal, but all at once, they
have really changed lifesty les. These realizations of things no longer being in the same
place or even existing make residents step back and reflect on how things used to be and
how they have changed as a result of Hurricane Katrina. The next section will explore
more how lives have changed after Katrina, mainly the sense of self as viewed through
the lens of identity process theory .
I go to my kitchen drawers or my cabinets, I think I have something in
there, and I realize that was before Katrina. I still do that.
I don't fight the small stuff anymore. Things are just things. It was
funny because our prayer requests for church was like such and such got a
new refrigerator today. It was little things. I mean, that's not a little
thing, but things to where months before that we would not have even
mentioned that on a prayer request or praise report. It was the small
things.
You learn what you are capable of handling during extreme stress. You
learn what your limits are. The worst parts of your personality and best
come through. (Scelba 2006: 115)
Changing Sense of Self
Residents reported that their habits, thoughts, and values were altered by their
Katrina experience. People described findi ng inner strength through rebuilding and
found out that they could do a lot more than previously thought. "I feel my inner core is
stronger because of this. I feel like I am abie to do more things, what used to be
obstacles, I can do now" (Scelba 2006: 9). Accepting help for the first time proved to
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be a significant event in residents' lives. Hurricane Katrina became one of those life
events that further define who you are, what you value, and how you think. Identity
process theory w ill be used to highlight this process of who a person is being developed
by thought, action, and effect. And in this case, the tho ughts, actions, and effect a re all
related to Hurricane Katrina .
Yeah, a lot- life, survival skills. In life you have to appreciate everyday
because I mean the whole town is gone. You take your house for granted,
and I actually took the whole three Coastal counties for granted but one
thing can happen and destroy that large of an area. And you hear a bout all
these disasters on TV a nd you just watch it, detached from it not really
thinking that it could happen to me. It can- the earthquake in China, the
flooding in Iowa,
then I would just watch it and think holy cow, look
at that! Now I look a nd it and think God, they are going through what we
went through. And I understand it better what they are going through.
I don' t think I ' ll ever collect things anymore.
During Katrina, I had to do this. I had to work. A nd I didn' t think I could
do it. Katrina brought that out in me. I could do it. And I could hang. I
had to work. And since Katrina, I'm the same way, and I can't stop. I
want to go out there and cut grass right now. I got to cut this yard and that
yard right now this evening.
In the above quotes, one can see that Katrina affected these residents in three
ways. First of all, it affected their realm of possibility. They know what it feels like to
go through a natural disaster. They know that it can happen to them, and that it is not
some detached, far off news story. Secondly, the experie nce affected their thought
process, i.e. , " I will not collect things anymore because they can be lost in a storm. I do
not want to get emotionally attached to things again." T hirdly, Katrina affected their
identity , i.e. I am not a collector, I am not a homeowner, or I am a survivor. Residents
thought about w ho they were and what they could achieve differently as a result of
persevering through recovery and reconstruction.
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From fixing a damaged home to learning how to help rebuild his or her home and
community, how people spent their time changed. People would often return from work
and have to start their second job-rebuilding. Also, some people described drawing
closer in their spiritual walks during this time because they were thankful that their lives
have been spared or they believed their lives had a renewed purpose as survivors. Thi s
would be an identity process theory example of how identity was altered through thought.
For many , nightmares would reoccur after the hurricane, remindin!:', residents of what
happened, what was lost, and the situation that remained.
And it has drawn me closer to God because my life was saved. And I
was not going to forget that because I thought I was going to die.
I'm not going to lie, when we first got into the house, I would wake up all
the time. I still would have nights that I couldn't sleep, worried. I knew,
in my mind , that it would take another big storm for the water to come in
like that. But still, in the back of my mind, I was thinking what if it all
happened again? And I've had bad dreams. I've had dreams about me
and my family being in a house and it flooding and everything being under
water and the water being so high trying to survive. And it' s been hard.
But through the years it has gotten better.
Hurricane Katrina reminded residents of their own mortality. This experience
showed them that not only that houses and possessions did not last forever but neither did
they. For many it opened their eyes to a world that could hurt from natural disasters and
made them more sensitive to how hurricanes and other forces of nature could turn lives
upside down. These are examples of how identity is developed by effect of Hurricane
Katrina.
I realized that I was not bullet proof. That was a reality check, and I
realized, it kind of made me sympath ize or whatever that word is w ith the
poor people because you see how things can be taken from you in an
instant, you know.
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And now it gave us the chance to where we know how people feel now so
when there is the flooding going on, we know. So we can sympathize
more with them and reach out to them more. Even if it is just with your
praye.rs, it is a whole lot different than it was before. So it hit home.
Katrina washed away a lot of things. Some of what she washed away is
our outer resistance shield of protection that keeps us separated from
others and ourselves. (Scelba 2006: 25)
It is every bit as real for me to feel the grief of others and loss of others. It
is the common denominator. (Scelba 2006: 156)

Another thing Katrina forced residents to face was the frailty of human life.
Although the informants had survived Katrina, the fact was not lost on them that they
could have lost their lives in the ordeal, and many people did . Some of those people were
their neighbors, co-workers, and acquaintances. Many informants expressed that they
appreciated life a lot more as a result of Hurricane Katrina. Also, residents said that
things that used to bother them, such as little annoyances, did not bl)ther them following
Katrina because the categories of what did and did not matter had shifted throughout this
experience. All of the interviewees expressed gratitude for surviving and also said they
valued what they had more. Additionally, they expressed appreciation for the many
volunteers that came to help rebuild. There was a futi lity in collecting possessions or
trying to salvage what one could because often times the debris on one' s property was not
one's own. These are examples of how identity was affected by thought. Residents
thought about Iife differently as a result of Hurricane Katrina and therefore it changed
how they lived. Things that did not matter before seemed to matter (taking people and
life for granted) and things that did matter before (little annoyances and pet peeves) did
not seem to matter anymore.
When I returned to the Coast after the hurricane and went to visit my
neighborhood to see my slab everyone' s possessions were mixed w ith
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everyone else's. There wasn't any way to separate us; it was a lesson in
our oneness, how we are all connected (Scelba 2006: iii).
Material possessions were not seen as very important any more as the informants often
expressed. These are examples of how ways of thinking changed people's identity.
This is not the end of the story. It may never end. There are many folks
with the same story as mine, some with a tragic end. We realized what
was really important in this life. It was a wake up call to me. I will
treasure life more and not things. You can replace most things and you
sure can't take it with you (Heitzmann & Koch 2007: 29).

It changes your outlook on life, not necessarily about yourself, life in
general, how precious it is, because in a matter of moments you could be
gone because of the many lives that were lost and the many things you had
that were lost. And you appreciate and you value all the things you have,
but you don' t realize how important life is until you realize how quickly
you could have lost it.
It makes you appreciate things better now than you did before.
It made me realize how fast things can change, how things can happen to
the people that you love, your friends, and the things that they are going
through. And it makes you realize that there are other things more
important in life than just materialistic things.

I have stopped taking everything for granted. I live one day at a time now.
I listen a whole lot more now to my wife. I have patience with folks. I
used to brush my kids off. Now I listen to what they say, and I'm more
involved in their schools. Sure showed me not to take anything for
granted (Scelba 2006: 24).
Many spoke of a renewed confidence in humanity as a result of the relief efforts
they witnessed on the Coast. Hurricc.ne Katrina affected not only how residents thought
of self but al so about the world around them. The informant below spoke about how the
country had not come together like that since September II th. Going through the ordeals
they went through not only during the actual hurricane but also afterwards in rebuilding
Was made lighter by the help ofvolunteers helping with the burden of recovery. One
r 1.d

es ent told a story about a relief worker,
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The woman in front of me was feeling very sad and the man in that truck
sang her the sweetest song and it made her day and mine. There is such a
swe~tness in us if we are not afraid to show it. Katrina has opened us up
like never before, and we will never be the same (Scelba 2006: iv).

I was amazed . I never thought- the way everybody in the United States
pulled together that was the thing about it, like we did in 911 1. Everybody
pulled together. That was the main thing that saveC: everybody, you
know. There was no color, race, or creed. Everybody was helping out.
Informants spoke of how the hurricane messed with their sense of reality. Things
they thought they would never see or experience happened. People would say that water
would never come to certain places if it flooded during a hurricane, but Katrina broke all
those records. Houses that were thocght to withstand any hurricane were destroyed.
Huge casinos were tossed like toys. Due to the hurricane, their sense of reality was
altered. Things could happen that were never thought possible before, such as the
damage so far inland. Boats were tossed in trees and left on dry land. Barges and 18wheeler trucks were tossed around like bath toys. And for the first time, many
experienced what it was to have nothing or have just a bit of posse~sions spared from the
storm.
I'm a different person now. I think different. I know just anything can
happen. I never would have thought that this would happen.
I have never seen anything like this in DeLisle. It kind of- it kind of
messed up my mind for a while, you know.
The hardest part would be thinking that we grew up poor and did not
have anything. And then it hit close to home to where we really didn' t
have anything.
A huge part of the Hurricane Katrina experience for the informants was changing
their outlook - things were not taken for granted as much. People were not taken for
granted as much. It seemed !ike quality time with their loved ones became much more
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important and material possessions became less important, although the loss of a house
was a profound experience. Through Katrina and its aftermath, one can see identity
process theory at work because there is a progression of who people are and then become
based on how their thoughts are altered by this natural disaster. The actions of other
people, such as volunteers or government agencies, influence who they become, what
they think, and what they value. The effect of something life-altering like Katrina is a
shift in identity. It may be slight or it may be tremendous, but a person does not walk
away from an experience like that the same. Even if the way one thinks of natural
disasters or relates to the homeless is the only thing that changes, all the residents
expressed that their sense of self was changed.
It changed my life in just a very big way. I don't think I fully grasp
how it changed my life. There are things that I do now that maybe I didn' t
do before, and I don't know why. I think the main thing is that I just don' t
take things for granted. And it is not like I did before, but things can
happen so fast. It made me realize that I needed to enjoy what I have
now. Before I was very - I was always three steps ahead of myself- I
wanted to know where I was going, what I am doing, do all the right
things, go all the right places. And this kind of made me realize that
tomorrow it could all be gone, so just enjoy what you have now. Don't
take it for granted. It did make me a little nervous about other things in
my future, not just storms, not just my property, but things that could
happen to my family. You realize how important your family is and how
everybody pull s together. And what would you do without those people?
And in an instant those people could be gone. And it made me think a lot
more about things that could just completely change my life. And I should
be grateful for every day that I have.

Related to the frailty of human life that residents of the Mississippi Gulf Coast
had to face during and after Hurricane Katrina, is the human condition. Residents
realized that there were some things they could fi x and some that they could not. One
thing that they could not stop was the hurricane. Coast residents could not alter its path,

-
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fix the damage alone or protect their loved ones. Throughout this experience, many
informants' sense of reality changed; things they thought never would happen did. The
aftermath of the hurricane found them in a place they had never been - homeless,
confused, and not sure what the next step would be. One informant mentioned that
because people could not blame a storm or its wind or water, they blamed each other.
Some harbored resentment to a family member for not wanting to leave and as a result
their dogs drowned. Others blamed a spouse for not taking more possessions with them
during the evacuation so that more could have been spared. Because they felt like their
lives were completely out of control, one of the few things they could control was how
they fe lt about the decisions they or their other family members made in the heat of the
moment. But on the other hand, some residents expressed that if they could make it
through Katrina with their relationships intact, they thought they could make it through
anything. How they thought about life, others, and their selves (all parts of identity)
changed as a result of Hurricane Katrina.
Marriages broke up. You know when you are married, you look to your
spouse to take care of you. He is going to protect you from everything. It
is going to be okay no matter what. He could not protect. And so many of
the men could not protect. They could not protect their children. They
could not protect their wives. They could not protect themselves.
Hurricanes took homes. They took everything. I think they needed
someone to blame, so they blamed each other.
Throughout this chapter, the way Hurricane Katrina changed the Coast was
explored in three ways - the Coast as a whole, home, and self. The way of life on the
Mississippi Gulf Coast was altered completely due to this storm. Through social identity
theory, one can see how residents' values as a social group affect how they behave and
how they think about loss of place. Loss of homes affected individuals in an intense way,
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and throughout all these changes, what people val ued and how their outlook on life
shifted. Through pla~e attachment theory, one can see how people feel connected to
place and this connection plays a role in how they think of not only self but also the social
world around them. The lived social relationships in home and the possessions there play
a major role in this place attachment. In the last section of this chapter, one can see how
self was changed. The process of who residents are evolved through the thoughts, action,
and effect associated w ith Hurricane Katrina. The next chapter will sum up w hat was
learned from this exploration of Katrina and present other opportunities for future research
projects.
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CHAPTER V
SUMMARY
"Whether we have been here for generations or for only a year, most of
us will do whatever it takes to remain here. We may live in a FEMA
camper, live with in-laws, repair what was left by the storm, rebuild on the
same slab, or even relocate to another piece of property, but we will
remain residents of the Mississippi Gulf Coast. Why? It is sacred ground.
It is home" (McGrath 2006: 63).
What does it all mean?
So how did it all end? How did Mississippi pick up the pieces of her past and
place them back together? The answer to that question is that it is still a work in
progress. Things have not returned to pre-Katrina normalcy, and tb.ey never completely
will. Churches, businesses, and schools were destroyed by this storm and never will
return. Neighbors left and will not move back. Even though things are not the same, it
does not mean that people have not tried to make the pieces of the puzzle fit together as
closely as they did before Katrina because as residents learned, water can be as
destructive as fire or any other element. Once a puzzle piece gets submerged in water, it
will not fit the rest of the puzzle anymore. Pre and post Katrina worlds are not the same,
and while the puzzle pieces may look the same from the outside, they will never fit in the
larger puzzle again.
When the dust settles and more time has elapsed, more analysis can be made in
social science about what was done well and not so well in disaster relief and recovery.
Currently, everything has not been rebuilt and restored to judge exactly how pre and postKatrina Mississippi compares.
In the interviews, residents spoke about their sense of place on the Coast and how
they missed the way things were. And even though attempts were made to maintain a
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sense of place by those in places of power, residents expressed disconnect with this
process. This is because no entity could replace the sense of place that was lost.
Residents were missing their personal home (on the spatial level of community that
Co llins described, not their street address home), because it is so individual and various
things to each person and relational to buildings, spaces, and places that no longer existed
or no longer existed in the same form, that could not be recreated. Just as no theater
production is exactly the same with casting and audiences, it was a difficult task to try to
recreate or maintain what once was. That does not mean many people did not try,
though.
The government did try to maintain a sense of place in the recovery process. In
the government's sphere of influence, (then) Mississippi Governor Haley Barbour
established the Governor's Commission on Recovery, Rebuilding, and Renewal, which
was funded partly by philanthropist Jim Barksdale and the Knight Foundation. This
commission was created to help guide the state in the recovery process. The commission
had to research the situation, develop a plan for recovery, and help implement the plan.
This commission contacted 500 volunteers, established 20 committees, and put in 50,000
hours researching what to do. The governor wanted to know what residents envisioned
their new cities to look like. Thus, the commission hosted public forums. The
commission had major demands that must be met in thi s process of recovering,
rebuilding, and renewal, including new building codes and regulations. The commission
noted that Katrina was the worst, but it probably would not be the last (Mississippi
Beyond Katrina 2007). Just like Camille's examples and stories paled in comparison to
Katrina's in chapter one, one day Hurricane Katrina will be more of a distant memory as
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another major hurricane takes her place as the measuring stick by which all other storms
will be measured.
Some of the goals that the commission established included: maintain a sense of
place, protect and foster our diversity, create affordable housing, and establish public
support (Mississippi Beyond Katrina 2007). Residents spoke of the first three goals in
their interviews, even though I never asked them about them or the governor's
commission. They did not explicitly describe them as the commission's goals, but these
were values expressed. Residents expressed dislike in how the Coast was being rebuilt.
There was as strong emphasis on keeping the look of the Coast the same. People wanted
buildings back because they associated part of their life with them -whether a school,
place of work, or home. Memories are strongly attached to physical buildings, and when
the buildings were no longer there, residents fe lt like part of their past, part of their
identities, both collective and individual was missing.
Residents felt a connection and fami liarity with where buildings were located and
places that they spent a majority of their day or seasons of their lives. With these
buildings gone or severely damaged, their days were redefined and connection to now
defunct buildings severed. Places of employment, schools, and homes changed due to
storm destruction, and residents had to face the future and whether these buildings would
be rebuilt and how their lives would change if reconstruction was different from how
things once were.
A major factor in maintaining a sense of place is having common places that
people visit, enjoy, and have communal memori es. While Katrina destroyed a great
many buildings, including those of historical significance for the area, some were left
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standing but required a great deal of repair. For example, SS Camille, a tugboat that
washed ashore during Hurricane Camille in 1969 became a Coastal landmark. The boat
was moved next to a Pizza Hut on Highway 90. The owners of the boat opened up a gift
shop there, which did not withstand Hurricane Katrina's storm surge. Although the boat
survived the storm, the owners sold the property on which it sat (LaFontaine 2007), and
in 2008 the boat was torn down.
Structures (or in the case of S.S. Cami lle, a boat) were and still are part of the
Coast' s public history. Public history deals w ith historical buildings that have been longstanding constants in the area and with which a large amount of people have memories
(Stanton 2007). Table 5. 1 below shows the number of all these buildings that were
destroyed in Katrina. Memories are all that remain of these places that have been on the
Coast longer than even the lifeti me residents.
Table 4

Buildings on the National Register ofHistorical Places Destroyed by Coastal City

Bay St. Louis -58
Biloxi- 3 17
Gu lfport - 74
Hattiesburg - 1
Moss Point - 2
Ocean Springs - I 0
Pascagoula - 16
Pass Christian - 123
Waveland - I
Total - 602
(Mississippi Beyond Katrina 2007)
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Citizens celebrate the town's heritage and history with festivals and other events
described earlier, but this is done without the commercialization of large industries that
other towns on the coast have. Harrison County, the county that Pass Christian is in,
contains the much larger towns of Gulfport and Biloxi, which have most of the casinos
and tourist attractions. Pass Christian, as residents quickly noted when interviewing them
about their town, is one of those places where neighbors really do know each other and
community is a thriving, integral part of citizens' lives.
Residents in the interviews spoke of how they valued the area's diversity. As
much as possible, they wanted to preserve the sense of place they felt. With national
attention often focusing on the negative racial past of Mississippi, informants offer up a
different description of Mississippi. The Mississippi they know is quite different from
the one portrayed in movies that mention Mississippi. Pass Christian, a racially diverse
town (64.3% Caucasian, 27.9% African American, .9% American Indian, 3.9% Asian,
4.6% mixed racial background, 2.7% Hispanic or Latino) has an atmosphere of
acceptance and belonging, regardless of ethnic or racial background (United States
Census 20 10). T he town had a peaceful integration of its public schools, and that spirit of
community continues with rebuilding after Hurricane Katrina. One white resident
described the town this way;
Well, it is one of the most ethnically diverse cities in the state. It is
quite unusual in that ethnically we do pretty well. There is a very
good spirit of cooperation here, interracially . And that is part of
the attraction here for me is that the races are not so pitted against
each other. I like being on the beach. It is a community that is
recreation, resort type community, almost from its founding ... but
it is not just a vacation spot. It is a working harbor. It has some
industry. It is just a very diverse small town. I really like that.
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Several other residents described Pass Christian as a place of racial harmony and
common goodwill towards others.
Hurricane Katrina, however, disrupted the harmony of the small town and gave it
much more attention because of its destruction. The President of the United States even
visited Mississippi, including Pass Christian, which was a rarity for the state. The tides
shifted for Pass Christian, literally and figuratively, because life as residents knew it
ceased and a new post-Katrina life began.
Home is very important to residents, and home was defined as where they lived
prior to Katrina, not where they lived as a result of Katrina. With the loss of these places
people associate so fondly with, people are losing their sense of place on the Coast
because their way of living and scenery around them has changed so drastically. People
identify with now non-existent buildings that marked important points in their lives, such
as schooling, a fi rst job or a wedding venue. Without these physical places residents are
left to question their identity. The Mississippi Gulf Coast has become like a foreign land
for people who still live there.
The idea of home is something familiar to everyone. However, it is important to
realize that the definition of home is different from that of a house. A house is the
physical structure with no emotional attachment or memories attached to it. A house is
the space discussed in Chapter II, and home is when it becomes place. The term home
can have a variety of meanings and serves a variety of purposes. Home is a powerful
metaphor with many meanings. Although the definition of home differs from author to
author, one thing is clear~ a home affects one's identity. It affects how people think of
themselves but also how outsiders think of them. Home helps define people, and people
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help define a home by giving space meaning and turning it into place. In a way, home is
part of redemption, knitting together the past and future so that the past is never far from
where you are (Weir 2008: 18). Home is a way to identify oneself, not just a physical
location that one puts down for an address. It has a past, meaning where one came from,
and it has a future where one often longs to return.
Through this exploration of what many authors have written about home, one can
see that the idea of home is not quite so simple. Sometimes a home can be just one place;
however, not everyone has one and it does not always mean the same thing to each
individual. Often times, it can be multipl e places for multiple people. Furthermore, a
home does not necessarily mean it is a safe place. For example, a home can still be a
place of marginalization or a basis by which many are judged. A P..ome can portray
social class and separates those that have a home from those without one. Sometimes
people are forced into roles and duties in the home that they do not enjoy or find
empowering. Home can be where ideas about the world are formed through the "risk of
connection" when peopie are able to still maintain their relationships with others by
successfully navigating conflict. As a result, we can see that no matter how one views a
home, it is clear that it does not always mean a location. Moreover, home is a journey, a
sense of belonging - a metaphor.
This Thesis
Hurricane Katrina changed Mississippi Gulf Coast residents' lives in profound
ways. Many now divide their lives into two eras - pre and post Katrina because they felt
their lives could no longer fit into the mold or definition of pre-Katrina normalcy ever
again. Although Katrina was not the first storm to strike this area, it became the new
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benchmark for destructive storms. Once Katrina wreaked havoc on the area, all other
storms, such as Camille and Betsy, although costly as well, paled in comparison. Even if
residents lived through the previous storms, Katrina became the Coastal storm because it
was now personal and most recent on their minds. This hurricane was not another storm
to watch detached on a television because it was personal. It was their storm, and it
altered their lives not only on August 29, but also for years to come. In fact, it was
estimated that it would take ten years to get the Mississippi Gulf Coast rebuilt to preKatrina standards of normalcy. On a large scale, government policies and disaster relief
dispersion were reviewed and evaluated as a result of this storm. On an individual level,
many residents are still trying to grapple with the losses they incurred on August 29,
2005 . For many residents, and all of the residents interviewed for this thesis, one of the
most life-altering losses was the loss of home.
Home can be many things, as discussed in chapter two. Home can be a nation, a
neighborhood or a geographical region. For Gulf Coast residents, they lost a sense of
place when their area was crippled by the storm. Prior to the storm, there were
community events, such as Mardi Gras, that brought residents together. With these
events put on the back burner as other more pertinent matters were dealt with, communal
events were not as readily available to allow for community bonding. However, this
disruption in community events did not kill the community spirit. In fact, it gave
residents more appreciation for their neighbors and more of a resolve to get the Coast
rebuilt and back to normal, even if that definition of normal had changed as a result of
Katrina.

.. -··
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Pass Christian residents, the focus of this thesis, wanted their town to be restored
as well as the Coast as a whole. Throughout this thesis, the town of a few thousand
residents has been described as quaint and a great place to raise a fami ly. It was a
depicted in the interviews as a warm, inclusive community. With their neighbors
displaced or in some cases deceased because of this hurricane, residents missed them.
Residents worked hard to rebuild their individual homes but also their neighborhoods.
When businesses or churches decided not to rebuild, it affected residents. They wanted to
return to their life prior to the storm and as entities decided not rebuild, they realized that
was not possible.
The main focus of this thesis has been home. In chapter one it was noted that
many questions arose fo llowing this natural disaster. Some of those questions
government and disaster relief agencies had to answer. Three of those questions were
answered in this thesis. (Exactly what is a home? What is the difference between a house
and a home? How were the Coastal residents' homes described through their memories
and recollections before the hurricane and how did the hurricane change them?)
Home is integral to a person's identity. A home (or lack of) is a basis by which
an ind ividual defines his or herself but also a standard against which the rest of humanity
judges a person as well. When space is given meaning to humans, it becomes placy.
Home is a special type of place. Home is a place of attachment, rootedness, and
belonging. Home is the site of lived relationships between the residence and peopl e but
also interpersonally between the people that reside at that location. People alter place by
decorating, personalizing, and placing possessions there, but place also alters people.
Values such as how children should be raised and what foods to consume are instilled at
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home. How one relates to the world is developed at home through the ri sk of connection.
Although one may hope that a home would make a person feel secure, thi s is not always
the case. Herein lies the difference between the actual and idealized (or internal or
external) home. Home is a connection to one's past, and the childhood home is spec ial
home because it sets precedence for what a home should be in residents' minds; the
childhood home is the measuring stick by wh ich other homes are judged. Part of home
being so sacred to people is nostalgia, and if someone is on a journey to return to that
home, he or she will always be on that journey because even if the physical structure still
exists, that home is not the same as time passes. The people that reside there are not the
same ones as during one's childhood, and possessions and decorations change too. The
lived social relationships residents experienced there have evolved. Therefore, many
people are homesick for a place that no longer exists. However, home can be multiple
places. Home can be best understood as an idea or a metaphor, a state of being or
belonging, and this is how residents were able to still di scuss their home even when the
physical structure no longer existed because there is a difference between a house and a
home.
Throughout this study, the distinction between house and a home was made. A
house is a structure without no emotional attachment or meaning, such as the FEMA
camper the government provided for residents fo llowing the hurricane. A home has
sentimental meaning. There is a lived relationship between a person and their home as
well as with the people with which the person shares the home. Place attachment theory
applies to both the place and the people associated with the place. It was difficult for
residents to consider their temporary dwellings a home because their possessions were
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not there, and the lived relationships with family members had not been realized in this
new dwelling. It also took time for the new house to be considered a home after it was
rebuilt because space had not transformed into place yet for the residents.
Home is also foundational to identity formation. Home is seen as an extension of
self. How one decorates and personalizes a home shows what a person enjoys or how
they defi ne his or herself or what one values. Home is also a basis to be judged by
outsiders. The quality or size of the home and what neighborhood it is located in tells an
outsider about the inhabitants' social class.
Home influences how one relates to others, both internally in the home and
externally in the outside world. The structure creates boundaries as to inside and outside,
and the inhabitants determine who is welcome there and who is not. Also, internally,
how one relates to others is heavily influenced on how the familial structure is
established. Everyone has a role to play in the household, and that role could favorable or
unfavorable. Those lived social relationships in the childhood household influence how
one thinks about one' s future fami ly as well. How the people in the household relate to
outsiders is a major factor in identity formation too.
A major research component of this thesis was the 25 interviews described in
Chapter IIl. The disaster of Katrina and the recovery process was"- social phenomenon.
Going straight to the sources, people that personally experienced these events in real
time, was the best research approach for this proj ect. The third question raised at the
conclusion of the introductory chapter was how were the Coastal residents' homes
described through their memories and recollections before the hurricane and how did the
hurricane change them? The most direct way to answer that question is to ask the
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residents. Chapter IV described how everything seemed different (the Coast as whole,
home, and self).
Although interviewing residents through a qualitative semi-structured interview
method was the best approach, it was not devoid of drawbacks and other considerations
to take into account. These interviews were not laboratory experiments done in a sterile
environment; emotions were involved, and things got messy. Interviewees and I
experienced the risk of connection. Because humans are imperfect, their memories can
be too. Residents can misremember. They can leave out facts or exaggerate others.
Nostalgia can set in, and people can fantasize about idealizations instead of speaking
about reality.
Because I interviewed residents at a particular, singular point in time, their
responses were what they felt at that time. Their feelings could have shifted over time or
been different the next day. Just because something felt one way for residents that day,
did not mean it would always feel the same way . They could have been having an
abnormal day or been in a particular mood at the time of the interview. However, I still
stand by my decision to do interviews for this thesis to get at what residents felt about
home in relation to losing it either permanently or temporarily due to Hurricane Katrina.
Chapter IV described the three maj or changes residents noted in their interviews how the Coast as a whole changed, how home was affected, and how they changed
personally as a result of this experience. Residents had to change their daily lives and
routines as a result of this storm. As a group they valued returning things to the way they
were prior to the storm. Through social identity theory, one can see how residents on the
Coast valued their common history and dealt w ith the loss of place similarly.
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By looking at this communal experience through the lens of place attachment
theory, one can see the deep connection home has between people and the home but also
between the people in the home. These lived social relationships are vital to the
connection to the home but also the relations one has with other people within and
outside of the home. It is through the risk of connection inside the home that residents
learn to relate not only to those inside the home but the others outside the home as well.
Values and norms established within the home carry over into one's outside world
beyond the boundaries of home. They stay with you throughout life through multiple
homes and journeys.
One journey residents found themselves on was how they changed personally.
Through thoughts, actions, and effect, this experience of Hurricane Katrina changed them
all. It may have been how they view natural disasters or how the concept of
homelessness has become more real to them. They may have accomplished things
following Katrina that they never would have thought they could have achieved
otherwise had this storm not forced them outside of their comfort zone and their realm of
normalcy. The changes were multiple, and they varied from person to person. However,
regardless ofrace, gender, social class, sexuality or any other categorical labels placed on
a person, everyone walked away from Katrina a changed person. The changes may have
been positive or negative, but the experience significantly changed their lives and them as
people.
Weaknesses
Because these interviews documented stories on a particular day, just because the
residents were feeling that way at that time does not mean they always felt that way about
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home and Hurricane Katrina. All of the interviews were done between June 2007 and
August 2008, and much has changed since then. There are so many more stories that
could have been told, but interviewing every Gulf Coast resident is not feasible. Because
humans are involved, so is human error. Things are misremembered and mistold both on
purpose and mistakenly. The stories told are filtered through the residents and then
through me as I analyzed them. Had someone else interviewed the residents, perhaps
other stories would have been told or other details included. What was said during these
interviews were true at that particular point in time. And since "home" is a journey, the
journey still continued the next day after the interview and still continues today. In this
thesis, I wrote about residents' journeys up until that point, but years of this journey have
passed since then.
Further Studies
I interviewed my informants in a snapshot in time. Most were still in temporary
housing. However, all of my informants have now relocated into their rebuilt houses.
They may have a new perspective on home, identity, and how Hurricane Katrina affected
that after being in their new houses. Many residents expressed that they would no longer
ride out another storm; at the next warning of a tropical storm, they would choose to
evacuate. It leaves one to wonder though how long it will be before residents become
complacent again about hurricanes. It remains to be seen if people still blame themselves
and each other for what happened before, during, and after Katrina.
We now live in a FEMA trailer. It is small and very crowded. I really do
wish that everything was back to normal. I also miss my house. Then at
other times I think, why did this happen? Did we do something wrong?
Sometimes, I lie in the dark thinking about this, but other times when I
wake up, I feel happy that I' m still alive (McGrath 2006: 44).
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Some residents expressed excitement over moving into a FEMA camper because it was a
change from the tent or floor or other temporary arrangement they had for the time being.
The excitement quickly faded as days turned into months, and in some cases, years.
Problems with the FEMA campers were commonly brought out in the interviews.
However, the greatest excitement of the experience for residents was to move back into
the houses they had before Katrina (either rebuilt or repaired).
In August 2005, Gulf Coast residents experienced one of the worst storms in
history, an event that will be remembered by all for years to come. However, despite the
difficulties that arose, many residents were proud of what they accomplished in
rebuilding their homes and lives. They did things they formerly did not think possible.
Surviving Hurricane Katrina and then staying on the Coast is like a badge of honor. One
resident illustrates this when she states, "Thirty-five years from now I will have
something to te ll my children and their chi ldren. I will them that I lived through
Katrina. That's Hurricane Katrina" (McGrath 2006: 48).
Nevertheless, the most powerful emotion expressed in these interviews was that
of hope. " But while the storm 's destruction was distressing, the totally unexpected
response of these amazing people who chose to offer assistance to our struggling
community has provided more positive energy than any destruction Katrina cou ld ever
have produced" (McGrath 2006: 56). Despite losing their homes and having to go
through a difficult time loss, recovery, and rebuilding, residents still took pride in their
community, their neighborhoods, and their Coast and yearned for a day that they would
be restored. The volunteers that offered their time and effort towards rebuilding homes
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provided more than manpower; their acts of kindness gave Mississippi Gulf Coast
residents faith in humanity and hope for better days.
There is so much more that could be done in researching Hurricane Katrina in
general because the sheer number of people affected. I was able to share some stories,
but there are many more to tell. Future research could investigate the lasting affect of
Katrina on residents five, ten years or more years removed. The situation on the Coast
has gotten better, but it is still a work in progress. It has been said it will take ten years
for the Coast to get back to state it was prior to Katrina, and those ten years of disruption
in normalcy will be rich in stories to study.
Through this study, one can conclude that home is a very important place to
humans. It fulfills physical needs by providing shelter from the elements but also the
emotional needs or belonging. A home is different from a house because a home has
meaning. That meaning stems from place attachment and the lived social relationships
realized there. Home plays a major role in identity formation, and the loss of home
affects people in multiple ways. When a future storm strikes an area and experts are
determining how to help residents pick up the shattered pieces of their lives, it is
important for the experts to realize these are the residents ' homes, a vital part of their
identity and something most hold dear or even sacred. Care should be given to the
emotional needs of residents in the recovery process. No one will experience the same
grief over loss of a home as the people that lived there, but failure to recognize how
profound that loss is insult upon injury for those that have just gone through the
experience of a natural disaster. Sensitivity training could be helpful for relief workers to
keep in mind that residents are experiencing something profound and terrible in their
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lives and that the debris they are picking is up is more than trash; it is remnants of their
past and a painful part of their future. Hurricane Katrina will not be the last natural
disaster to strike a residential area, but if people can learn from this experience, they can
better meet the needs of those affected by future natural disasters.
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1.

Brief statement of project goals (two or three sentences).

The project goal is to collect interviews from residents of the Mississippi Gulf Coast about
their experience of Hurricane K atrina. l he purpose of this project is to gain insight about
people's concept of home and how Hurricane Katrina may or may not have affected people's
perception or home.

2.
o

Protocol:
The project will involve semi-structu red interviews with M ississippi Gull
Coast residents of Pass Christian about their Hurricane Katrina experience.

Number and age range of subjects : All sub[ects will be at least eighteen years of
age. There is no targeted age range. All participants will be residents of Pass Christian,
Mississippi that have resided there since at least August 2005 and continue to live there
presently. Flyers will be displayed (see attached) in public places to solicit vo lunteers.
Then snowball sampling will follow. as respondents will be aske<l to give the resea~cher's
name and number to others they think would want to participate.
The interview wtll take about one to two hours PeT participant. .
The interview will be done in the participant's home or in a public place.
such as a room in a public library, depending on the interviewee's preference.
o
Name and describe the data gathering tool (see attached). T here will
be standard set of questions for the interview . Follow-up questions will be asked.
based on the ·individual's answers. With the informanr s· Pet-mission. the
interview will be recorded.
Describe any special situations. If a participant gets upset or
depressed, he or she does not have to continue the interview. Because of the
nature of the interview topic, informants may gel emotional. The participant will
be told he or she does not have to answer any question with which he or she is
uncomfortable. He or she can Cllso take a break from or discontinue the .
interview. Information on local mental health facilities will be given to the
participants.
Benefits : The participants will not be paid, but he or she will be able to share
experiences to a researcher that will l isten. The participants will also be given a
transcript of their interviews to keep. On a larger scale, this researct: will help others
better understand how natural disasters affect people's perceptions of home .

o

o

<'

3.

4.

Risks:
o

o

o
o

.·

The only possible <tam age to the subject would be if the Informant
becomes upset while speaking about a trauma suffered during Hurricane Katrina.
In that case, the interviewer will ask the informant if he or she wishes tp continue
Ihe interview or take a break. Also. they will be given materials on counseling
services in the area.
Subjects will 0e term inated from the study if they wi{)h lo discontinue the
interview or do not wish to sign the consent form to be included in the study.
Pseudonyms w ~l replace the informants' actual names on the transcript
and in the thesis.
Transcripts will be made of the interviews and kept at the inrer:vicwer s
residence until the completion of the project. A sheet that serves as a key of the
pseudonyms and actual names of the interviewees will be locked in a box a l the
interviewefS residence.
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o

5.

Digital audio files of the interviews will be kept on the researcher's
personal computer unt!llhe project is completed. Once the project is completed,
these files will be deleted, but a hard copy of the transcripts will be kept by the
researcher.
Informed Consent: Informed consent will be obtained from eaCh participant
through a short presentation of a written document. (see at1ached)
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Interview Questions

1. Tell me about how or why you first came to live in Pass Christian.
2. Tell me a little about where you were living in summer 2005.
·What things did you like?
·What things did you not like?
3. Please tell me about your Hurricane Katrina experience.
-Did you stay for the storm or evacuate?
4. How was your home affected?
5. Tell me about your home now.
6. Is there anything else that you would like to add or anything else
that I did not ask you about that you would like to discuss?
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Hurricane K atrina Project
Consent to Participate

This project' s aim is to collect intervtews about individual experiences of Hurricane K.alrina.
Typical interviews last for about one to two hours.
Participating In an interview adds much appreciated information to the project. If, at any
point, you wish to discontinue the interview, you can. If you do not want to answer a question
that es asked, please let the researcher know. You do not have to share anything or answer
any question with which you feel uncomfortable.
The mterviews will be recorded. After your interview has been completed and transcribed,
you will be given a copy of this consent form and a transcript of your interview. T he digital
copy of the interview will be kept on the researcher's personal computer until the project has
been completed. Upon completion of the project, the audio entervlew flies w:•1 be deleted. but
a copy of the transcript will be kept by the researcher. If you wtsh to not have your narne
used in the interview, a pseudonym may be used. Please let the researcher know.
This project has been rev•ewed by the Human Subjects Protection Review Committee, which
ensures that research projects involving human subjects follow federal regulations. Any
questions or concems about rights as a research subject should be directed to the chair of
the l nslitultonal Review Board. The University of Southern Mississippi, 118 College Drive
/ffl147, Hattiesburg. MS 39406-0001. (601) 266-8820
In conformance with the federal guidelines, your signature is required to show your consent
to participate in this project. The University also requires that the date ana signature of the
person explaining the study to you appear on the consent form .

S1gnature of the Research Subject

Date

Signature of the Person Explaining tt1e Study

Date
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Are you a Pass Christian resident that
has lived here since July 2005?
Are you willing to participate in an
interview about your experiences with
Hurricane Katrina?

Then your help is needed for a masters
thesis research project!
Interviews cannot be com pensated monetarily, but you will be given a copy of your
interview to k~p.
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