
On March 31, 2007, the U.S. House Committee on Science and Technology called on Internet search engine Google to explain why their popular Google Maps service used pictures of the New Orleans region before Hurricane Katrina drastically altered the landscape in August 2005, destroying entire neighborhoods and killing thousands of people. “Google’s use of old imagery appears to be doing the victims of Hurricane Katrina a great injustice by airbrushing history,” said Brad Miller, the subcommittee’s chairman. Google responded by restoring the satellite imagery to its current post-Katrina state, saying the company had used the old images because they provided a higher resolution of detail, and did not mean to offend.


This was just the latest incident to illustrate the sensitivity and contestation over Hurricane Katrina, and particularly its impact on the city of New Orleans, where African-Americans make up the majority of the population. Miller’s claim that Google was “airbrushing history”—the story’s headline goes with the perhaps more ironic “whitewashing”—underscores Katrina’s potential value as a site of political and racial struggle. While the official government narrative is that Hurricane Katrina was a great tragedy, both in terms of natural disaster and poorly planned response, many liberal and minority communities have vocalized an opposing view, that the mainstream media’s coverage and the government’s response were the direct result of systemic racism and class prejudice.

In this battle for the meaning of Hurricane Katrina, I would like to examine two entries into this media dialogue that were created by prominent black artists. The first, When the Levees Broke, is a four-hour-long documentary made for HBO by filmmaker Spike Lee that captures the human stories of suffering through hundreds of interviews in what is sure to become one of the definitive records of the hurricane and its aftermath; the second is the music video for “Get Ya Hustle On” by New Orleans rapper Juvenile, which combines moving imagery from the city’s devastated Ninth Ward, a wry consideration of mainstream rap’s consumerist message and lyrics that lambast the government for homicidal negligence.

I will argue that although these two cultural texts come from very different genres (documentary film vs. commercial rap video), When the Levees Broke and “Get Ya Hustle On” both provide an Afro-centric and similarly political viewpoint of Hurricane Katrina that try to make clear interventions into what is perceived as racist and ignorant mainstream news coverage of the event. Both contest the portrayal of passive victims in the melodramatic news coverage while drawing on black musical histories and visual aesthetics to try to tell the stories of the working poor who are typically invisible to the media or victims of a racist imaginary. In establishing this new Afro-centric dialogue, the documentary and music video emerge as fascinating, problematic and occasionally contradictory insights into the biggest site of discourse on race and poverty this decade.

To understand the perceived need for an intervention, a brief history of Hurricane Katrina and the mainstream media coverage is necessary. Although Katrina caused devastation and death throughout the Gulf Coast, the flashpoint of media coverage (and the focus of much of the artistic response) has centered on the city of New Orleans. As the hurricane picked up strength to become a Category Three storm, Mayor Ray Nagin issued a citywide mandatory evacuation order. For a variety of reasons that When the Levees Broke explores, including lack of transportation, disabled or elderly family members, or simply thinking they could tough it out, a vast number of residents stayed in the city, especially among the lower class who were dependent on non-existent public transportation. 

New Orleans’ status as a majority African-American city and the fact that many of those stranded were black working class families set the stage for a media spectacle frequently portrayed as a racial melodrama. As Linda Williams defines it, “if emotional and moral registers are sounded, if a work invites us to feel sympathy for the virtues of beset victims, if the narrative trajectory is ultimately concerned with a retrieval and staging of virtue through adversity and suffering, then the operative mode is melodrama.”
 She also suggests that not only is melodrama a quintessentially American genre, but that it has also served as the matrix through which the country understands its race relations and even its modern news events, such as the focus on overcoming hardship in athlete biographies that aired during the 1996 Olympics.

The media coverage of Hurricane Katrina’s initial effects on New Orleans and the bungled government response were packaged as melodrama through the endless playing of footage captured on the scene, showing families wading through water up to their necks, or standing on the roofs of buildings otherwise submerged entirely underwater, or even dead carcasses floating in the floodwaters. For those watching the television at home—which included, importantly, both Spike Lee and Juvenile, neither of whom were actually in the city at the time—this footage mixed with angry outcries from news anchors at government officials asking on the victim’s behalf what they were planning on doing. When the Levees Broke captures one of these exchanges, the famous interview between CNN anchor Soledad O’Brien and FEMA chief Michael Brown, in which she chastises the agency for being less informed than the media. According to Williams, “melodrama’s recognition of virtue involves a dialectic of pathos and action—a give and take of ‘too late’ and ‘in the nick of time’.”
 These outbursts by news anchors at slow government agencies were a mix of both ‘too late,’ questioning why FEMA wasn’t on the scene days earlier, but also ‘in the nick of time,’ because this tough talk often comes across to viewers as someone finally telling it like it is, after which help will surely arrive (which then plays into another popular Katrina narrative: the rescue operations by air and boat of stranded citizens). Mayor Nagin’s irate call-in to a New Orleans radio station to complain about the slow government response would be another example of this too late/in the nick of time dynamic, which was quickly seized upon by the media as a major story. 

While melodrama is a popular narrative mode in mainstream American news, it becomes problematic when used to contextualize race relations because it works to “feminize” the emotional response, and one way of doing so is by showing the many black citizens of New Orleans as passive, voiceless agents of suffering. News coverage suggested that these people were worth saving primarily because they suffered—“a triumph of the weak in their very weakness.”
 When the Levees Broke corrects this lack of agency by giving a voice to the formerly passive sufferers, interviewing numerous families and individuals affected by Katrina, and discovering in their stories streaks of anger, dark comedy and acts of rebellion. Phyllis Montana LeBlanc, a working class black woman who lost her home because of the hurricane and saw her family spread across the United States, turns out to be one of the major stars of the documentary by way of her bitingly funny wit and defiant attitude, and the film frequently returns to her for a response to the footage or story we’ve just seen. The documentary also makes sure to interview Kanye West about his famous off-the-cuff remark during the NBC fundraiser that “George Bush doesn’t care about black people,” and proceeds to show that clip four times. In one of the tellingly few digressions from New Orleans, Lee also interviews Dr. Ben Marble from the equally devastated area of Gulfport, Mississippi, who achieved notoriety for telling Vice President Cheney to “go fuck yourself” during Cheney’s photo-op visit to the region. But the largest act of assertiveness comes in the final act, which focuses on Mardi Gras 2006, and the defiant attitude of the city rebuilding itself. The documentary ends with every interviewee giving their name and where they are from, a process that takes over ten minutes and gives a final opportunity for the individual identification lacking from the news coverage’s focus on the undifferentiated suffering of the black masses.

Juvenile’s music video for “Get Ya Hustle On” is a little different, because unlike Lee’s documentary, which offers an outlet for hundreds of voices, Juvenile’s story is basically his own. Having lost his East New Orleans house in Katrina, the music video acts in itself as a reply to the government on the same indignant level as Dr. Marble and Kanye West. The video features three young black children who wander through the rubble of the Lower Ninth Ward and find three masks on the ground, each with “Help is coming” on the back. Putting them on, the boys continue to walk around now wearing the faces of Bush, Cheney and Nagin as the camera cuts between them, Juvenile rapping, and citizens holding up signs in front of their destroyed houses that say things such as, “2005 or 1905?” and “You already forgot.” The video ends with the three children/government leaders tossing empty cans and water bottles with parachutes off a bridge to an empty plateau below.

Juvenile’s lyrics take the government to task, which he identifies as white-led and indifferent to black plight, in passages such as “Just them crackers behind the desk that ain’t hearin’ us though / We starvin’! We livin’ like Haiti with no government / Niggas killin’ niggas and them bitches is lovin’ it.” He offers a class conscious (and certainly problematic) assertion that rather than waiting for the government to start caring, displaced and ruined citizens of New Orleans should get back on their feet by means of the drug trade, using their FEMA checks to buy crack for distribution. Towards the end of the song, Juvenile also comments on the racist bias of the mainstream news coverage, saying, “Fuck Fox News! I don’t listen to y’all ass / You couldn’t even get a nigga off a roof when the storm passed! You’re comfortable talkin’ right now in your own land / ‘Til a nigga catch you down bad, starvin’ and wantin’ cash.” As he later explained in an interview, this sentiment that no one cared came from the notion that these networks were fine with exploiting the suffering of the people, capturing personal images of tragedy, death and sorrow for the purposes of their melodrama, but were often unwilling to actually help out:

I saw NBC, Fox, ABC, MTV, BET. I saw all these cameras. Now don't get me wrong—MTV, BET, both of these companies, they came, they kicked money out. But what happened to Fox? What happened to NBC? What happened to ABC? We ain't hear nothing from them. We watched their cameras. We saw them. They had cameras filming the people on top of their roofs. They could've dropped water out of their helicopters. A floatation device ain't hard to make. It's real easy. You hook a parachute up to it and drop it out the damn helicopter. We made it on the video. If we can make it on the video and throw it off a bridge, then surely that's what y'all should have done. That's what I was screaming from day one. Y'all shoulda been dropping flotation devices, canned goods, and water. People were dying from starvation. People were dying because they was thirsty. You know? You can't drink that water; you know what I'm saying? It was crazy.

Although both When the Levees Broke and “Get Ya Hustle On” provide angry, individualized responses to the media’s depiction of passive and voiceless suffering, this should not suggest that either are without their own melodramatic elements. When the Levees Broke is very hard to watch in its four-hour entirety, because the stories and images are so full of heartbreak. The fact that Spike Lee gave a forum for New Orleans residents to tell their stories and give names and faces to their very personal tragedies may provide a corrective to the media’s melodramatic narrative, but it is a corrective that follows a similar generic formula: it is meant to elicit sympathy and sadness on the part of the audience by switching between moments of hope and hopelessness. Melodrama is the rhetorical strategy that allows When the Levees Broke to “speak the unspeakable, to express the inexpressible,”
 and in doing so provide some form of catharsis for America, and especially the black community, over this tragedy that is simultaneously national and very much regional. Interviewees get choked up, begin to cry, and are often unable to finish their full thoughts. The archival footage that plays between interviews, which catalogs the damage and tracks the anger of the stranded people, suffers from no such affliction and helps illustrate the immense cost of Katrina in a concrete visual way that few if any human narrators are able to. This mix of testimonials and visuals is the source of When the Levees Broke’s emotional power, but the victims in the archival footage are often just as anonymous as in the mainstream media.

“Get Ya Hustle On” places a similar emphasis on the power of visuals, and although Juvenile never finds himself at a loss for words, the action in the background—citizens holding up critical signs, wandering children wearing masks of failed politicians—could be construed as melodramatic in that they are passive victims who Juvenile speaks on behalf of, and the listener/viewer is driven to care by the visual quality of their suffering. To this end, the video was shot in a washed-out color palette and on location in the Lower Ninth Ward, so it has a sense of both documentary reality (actual destruction) and fantasy (manipulated colors for extra emotional effect). It opens with an brief dedication to those who died in Katrina and those whose struggles in the rebuilding process are just beginning, and then proceeds to show incredible images from aftermath, like a children’s toy bike lodged halfway through a metal fence, washed out graveyards or an ironic VHS tape of Armageddon left on the ground. Still, the video’s primary focus is on Juvenile and his anger, so “Get Ya Hustle On” is less melodramatic than When the Levees Broke because the two approach (and appropriate) the images of Katrina through different genres. Both, however, use the visual nature of Katrina and the outspoken anger of black Katrina victims as a way of correcting the melodramatic narratives offered by the media.

However, the melodrama of suffering depicted by the media was not the only operating narrative, given the different experiences and ideologies of each network and their individual employees. In any media event, multiple narratives compete, overlap and change each other in unexpected ways. One of the biggest problems that both When the Levees Broke and “Get Ya Hustle On” confront is racist media coverage of chaos in New Orleans during Hurricane Katrina. Linda Williams suggests that melodrama also works by “infantilizing” emotions and characters, and a thin line exists between that infantilization and the common racist stereotypes of blacks as primitive, prone to aggression and child-like.
 During the immediate days following Katrina’s destruction, news coverage of reported baby raping in the SuperDome, rampant looting throughout the city and a general feeling that it was the end of civilization provided a sharp counterpoint to the pleas for empathy—and these two narratives sometimes played right next to each other. 

Controversy erupted over two photos from New Orleans presented in a slideshow of wire images on Yahoo.com, both of which showed males wading through water while carrying food, but the photo of the black man said he had looted the food while the caption under the white male said he had “found” it. Yahoo issued a statement that it never edited captions, and had merely presented photos from two different photo agencies next to each other. Still, to many this perfectly illustrated the racist double standard that often went uncommented on by the media.

A month after the storm, Rev. Jesse Lee Peterson from the Brotherhood Organization of a New Destiny showed up on Fox News’ Hannity and Colmes program to defend racist comments on the part of radio host (and former Reagan administration member) Bill Bennett by arguing that blacks did indeed lack moral character, and the proof was that during Katrina “in three days they turned the [Super]Dome into a ghetto!”
 

When the Levees Broke follows the creation of this story about “lawlessness” in Act II, showing the events chronologically, from Gov. Kathleen Blanco’s speech in which she said the city was out of control and that the National Guard was trained to shoot to kill, to former Police Chief Eddie Compass’ outlandish claims about rampant crime and violence inside the SuperDome, to the introduction of Lt. General Russell Honore, who was portrayed by the media as “a black John Wayne” that would finally bring order and military discipline to the town. So the documentary follows the creation of this story, and the ways in which public officials gave the speeches and information that would later fuel racist commentary and media packaging, but then works through interviews with residents, academics and journalists to place these events in a context that reveals lack of information, breakdown in communication or simple racial bias. 

But this is not the only time racism in the media is addressed. In Act III, which focuses on the displacement and rebuilding efforts of New Orleans residents, great attention is paid to the meaning of the word “refugee,” which is frequently used in media reports about displaced residents—frequently black—that has the connotation of these residents being literally un-American, non-citizens. This is an interesting twist, because racial melodramas are frequently used to “to lay claim to citizenship [through] spectacles of pathos and action,”
 and yet here it seems that the narrative changes forcefully enough to deny citizenship to Katrina victims; a clear reversal. Lee plays the press conference given by Rev. Al Sharpton about the use of “refugee,” but the harshest criticism comes from the dozens of interviewees who see this term as a disgraceful attempt to make them less than human. Again: faceless, passive sufferers without clear national distinction. 

Beyond the informative content, When the Levees Broke and “Get Ya Hustle On” intervene in this racist coverage and attempt at denationalization with great attention to form. Specifically, the musicality of New Orleans culture plays a central role in the structure and impact of both “Get Ya Hustle On” and When the Levees Broke, and the specifically African-American origins of jazz and hip hop are highlighted to show the city’s destruction at the hands of Katrina and the government as an African-American cultural tragedy with national consequences. 

Jazz plays an essential part in the structure and stories of When the Levees Broke; Lee originally conceived the film as a series of vignettes in which famous New Orleans musicians played amongst the rubble, but discarded the idea in favor of the victim’s compelling testimonies.
 Even with the format changed to more traditional documentary, long scenes of anguish and destruction are played between interviews with only a hauntingly simple trumpet score, provided by Lee’s close friend, Terrence Blanchard, who is also positioned as one of the film’s main interview subjects. Many other musicians also get a moment in the spotlight; special attention is given to the Hot 8 Brass Band after their displacement to New York City, and famous jazz trumpeter Wynton Marsalis shows up frequently to talk about New Orleans’ musical culture and its large presence in the history of jazz.

But New Orleans is not just renowned for its jazz music. As Juvenile reminds us in “Get Ya Hustle On,” the city also birthed the popular regional form of rap known as “bounce music,” which draws heavily on call-and-response and repetition of the famous “Triggaman” sample.
 In the music video, “Get Ya Hustle On” is combined with his second single, “What’s Happenin,” to extend the length. This second song is a more club-friendly “bounce” track that provides an interesting mood shift following the harsh lyrics and washed out color palette of “Get Ya Hustle On.” Like the final act of When The Levees Broke, which holds a mock funeral with music for Katrina that starts with the slow dirge and later erupts into swinging jazz music, this dualistic structure of “Get Ya Hustle On/What’s Happenin” mimics this New Orleans-developed style of mourning followed by celebration.

“Get Ya Hustle On” also draws great power through the history of rap as a means of social commentary and protest, as Tricia Rose discusses at length in her book, Black Noise. “Oppressed people use language, dance, and music to mock those in power, express rage and produce fantasies of subversion,” says Rose, so hip-hop is only the newest cultural creation to use this potential.
 She discusses several songs from Public Enemy, KRS-One and LL Cool J as examples of music that offers detailed critiques of inequality experienced through interactions with the police and government, but comes packaged in a form meant to be heard and used by the oppressed groups, not the dominant rulers. (This must be balanced with required cynicism as the label owners are often part of this capitalist elite). As she points out, if LL Cool J had actually replied to the New Jersey state troopers in the smart-aleck way he does in the fantasy of the song “Illegal Search,” he might face serious physical or legal reprisals.
 No doubt if Juvenile actually said any of his lines directly to Bush or Cheney, rather than being mediated through an artistic medium, he might face serious consequences as well. 

Juvenile draws on the political/protest raps of decades prior for the structure for “Get Ya Hustle On,” finding power in the potential action of a community of likeminded listeners. As KRS-One begins “Who Protects Us From You?” with line, “Fire! Come down fast!”, a call for massive structural change wrapped in Rastafarian metaphor, so Juvenile begins “Get Ya Hustle On” with a call for all the listeners to transition from individual pain and suffering to anger and revolution in solidarity: “That’s right, it’s crunch time now, fellas. No time to be crying for momma now. Nope, it’s the movement… IT’S THE MOVEMENT!”
 His solution sounds like dealing drugs, but if the crack dealing is understood as a metaphor—and Juvenile has stated in interviews that is supposed to be one—this controversial plan is actually a call to action on behalf of Katrina victims to “do what you have to do” in order to survive.  If the government fails its people, the people have the right to whatever it takes in order to survive, which may indeed call for looting and hustling. The government has been superseded through its ineffectiveness, and it’s up to the Movement to survive and rebuild the city.

Still, the most powerful tool Juvenile uses would be the massive scale of distribution his music sees, compared to the hip-hop groups who are understood as often being “political” and therefore marginalized in mainstream culture. In a protest song collaboration entitled “Impeach the President,” the group Dead Prez make a laundry list of allegations about Bush, including a shot at hurricane mismanagement when they say, “You’re also the reason Katrina victims had to die like that / They say you was hesitant, we say you was negligent / It’s about time for niggas to impeach the President!” The song ends with a gunshot and a sample of Kanye West saying, “George Bush doesn’t care about black people.” But apart from appearing on blogs and mixtapes, this song never saw a wide commercial release. “Get Ya Hustle On,” by comparison, appears on the album Reality Check, which reached the number one spot on the Billboard charts after selling over 174,000 copies in its first week.
 Watching BET that spring, I noticed the video play at least twice an hour for several months.

If no one is surprised at When the Levees Broke, coming from a director who is often attributed to reviving racism as a cinematic point of interest, surely there is some surprise at a fiercely political and emotional song and video coming from the rapper whose primary claim to fame is the extremely popular 1999 single “Back That Azz Up.” Juvenile comes from a generation of rappers that Rose, writing in 1994, was only beginning to foresee, as the popularity of “gangsta rap,” soon to be followed by a glut of mainstream party tracks, took the medium further away from its popular and politicized roots. She writes that the policing of rap music will no doubt have great consequences for the genre and that it will also be trapped in a struggle between politicized production and massive, anonymous distribution.
 But “Get Ya Hustle On” shows how this machinery can occasionally be used for the spreading of a rough message. Although When the Levees Broke offers a serious Afrocentric critique of the media and government response, its limited avenues of distribution (on pay-channel HBO, at museum screenings, and finally on DVD) might limit access to the audience it needs to reach. “Get Ya Hustle On,” on the other hand, is a less thorough but no less Afrocentric intervention from the ground level of culture that uses a black artistic medium (hip-hop) and its powerful distribution channels to express discontent. Together, they provide two examples of countering discourse over racism and melodrama in the mainstream media’s portrayal of New Orleans during Hurricane Katrina that fights to make sure the right voices and perspectives are heard. As the rebuilding process slowly continues, they will surely not be the last.
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