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It is only in his music, which Americans are able to admire 

because a protective sentimentality limits their understanding of it, 

that the Negro in America has been able to tell his story. 

– James Baldwin, Notes of a Native Son
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1.      On September 15, 2005 George W. Bush addressed the 
nation from New Orleans in an attempt to quell the still rising 
tide of anger at his administration's response to Hurricane 
Katrina.  The speech, which was notable in part for his 
recognition of the government's failures and his unusual 
acceptance of responsibility for mistakes made, ended with 
an upbeat vision of a revived Gulf Coast, and a metaphor 
that drew for inspiration upon local tradition.  "In this place," 
declared the President, "there's a custom for the funerals of 
jazz musicians.  The funeral procession parades slowly 
through the streets, followed by a band playing a mournful 
dirge as it moves to the cemetery.  Once the casket has 
been laid in place, the band breaks into a joyful 'second line' 
– symbolizing the triumph of the spirit over death.  Tonight 
the Gulf Coast is still coming through the dirge – yet we will 
live to see the second line."

3
 In so doing, Bush offered a 

model of memory and mourning that, this paper argues, 
stood in stark contrast to the model of memory and mourning 
that his administration adopted following the other great 
crisis of its tenure, the September 2001 terrorist attacks in 
New York and Washington, D.C.  Turning to the Greeks to 
identify and elucidate the distinction between the two 
models, the paper argues that while one seeks to exploit 
memory and mourning to perpetuate a particular kind of 
grief-wrath, the other seeks to negate, distance, and defuse 
such wrath in the interests of a democratic forgetting.  The 
paper seeks first, to demonstrate the ways in which the Bush 
administration has sought to manage memory and mourning 
as a deliberate political strategy; and second, to identify 
potentially negative consequences of the approach. 

2.      In book 18 of the Iliad, Hephaestus draws two cities on 
the shield of Achilles: one in which the inhabitants are 
engaged in the peacetime activities of marriage and justice, 
the other in which its citizens confront a war outside their 
gates.  In this, suggests Loraux, the "ideal figure of the polis 



can be distinguished in outline: warlike outside its gates, civil 
and peaceful within."

4
  Indeed, much of Loraux's work in her 

book The Divided City is concerned to show how these two 
visions of the city are simply ideal types, with the truth about 
the city lying somewhere between.  This juxtaposition of 
binary opposites was, of course, something of a Greek trope: 
evident as much in its ubiquity in their prose as in 
Thucydides' similar juxtaposition of two Athens – that of the 
funeral oration and that of the plague – in Book 2 of his 
History of the Peloponnesian War.

5
  Indeed, much of the 

dialectical potential of Greek texts appears to lie in the 
attempt to synthesize the perspectives offered by such 
juxtapositions.  In order to establish the typology that will 
structure the remainder of the analysis I consider the ideal 
types of the city at war and the city at peace, tracing the 
connection between these visions and their respective 
approaches to memory and mourning. 

3.      Private grief was heavily regulated in Athens.  Most 
obviously associated with women, there was a distinct fear 
that it would spill over into the public sphere where it could 
not be controlled.  In Mothers in Mourning Loraux offers a 
detailed account of the regulation of women's role in the 
funeral ceremonies.  She notes that the women who laid out 
and prepared the body were considered contaminated and 
kept apart even from those women who attended the 
graveside, and that the women who attended at the 
graveside left before the men lest the unbridled 
emotionalism of their laments were permitted to have the last 
word over the ceremony.

6
  Thus, pénthos oikeîon– the 

intimate mourning of the household – was subordinated to 
the public mourning of the procession, or ekphorá.  "This is," 
she argues, "...the civic way of assigning limits to the loss of 
self, limits that for women are the familiar walls of the 
oîkos.  The reasoning is that the oikeîon pénthos must not 
contaminate the city, just as more generally, funeral rites 
should not intrude on the political institutions' 
operations."

7
  Somewhat ominously, Loraux concludes: 

"When this happens in spite of everything, it is a sure sign of 
problems for the city."

8
  The danger is, she suggests, that 

such emotionalism can all too easily become álaston 
pénthos, mourning without end. 

4.      The danger of this mourning without end is, writes 
Loraux, "the affinity that exists between grief and anger.  The 
emotions of grief, which are the wellsprings of lament, spill 
over into emotions of anger, even rage."

9
  When mourning 

cannot end, when it becomes anger that can never be 
erased from the mind, she continues, "we see the ultimate 
justification for revenge, for the spirit of vendetta, for all the 
horrors of retaliation against earlier horrors."

10
  It is this that 

becomes the grief-wrath of mênis.  It is, she says, repetitive 
and endless, all the more so because never to have an end 
is precisely its motivating force.

11
  It is for this reason that the 

political seeks to regulate feminine excess, for such grief-
wrath is the "worst enemy of politics" eroding all 
considerations of reciprocity, justice, and even self-interest in 
favor of its own singular perspective.  Indeed, Loraux argues 



that "anger as mourning makes the ills it cultivates 'grow' 
assiduously, and it is a bond that tightens itself until it resists 
all untying."

12
  It might be thought, however, that such grief-

wrath, although antithetical to politics, is conducive to 
warfare: its fury unleashed on the forces outside the city gate 
depicted on Achilles' shield.  Nevertheless, just as the story 
of Achilles – whose grief-wrath over the death of Patroclus 
and the sleights against him – necessarily complicates any 
simple attempt to associate such mourning and 
emotionalism solely with women, it also shows us the 
dangers of this kind of unbalanced thinking for those who are 
driven by it.  Indeed, describing Aeschylus's Clytemnestra as 
"mênis personified,"

13
 Loraux notes that it is the mode of 

mourning associated with tragedy.  It is an association which 
suggests that – temporarily useful as it might be for inspiring 
warriors to acts of great bravery and violence – it is not a 
mode of mourning conducive to the long term health of the 
city.  In this it appears to stand in direct contrast to the Greek 
notion of democratic forgetting. 

5.      If the grief-wrath of mênis was potentially destructive of 
Athenian politics then, Loraux argues, forgetting made such 
politics possible.  The harmonious polis depicted upon 
Achilles' shield is, she suggests, an "ideology for the divided 
city," one that "denies the very possibility of thinking about 
real divisions."

14
  Loraux argues that all Greek thought was 

concerned with averting stasis, or civil conflict.
15

  Indeed, she 
suggests that the city was founded upon a deliberate 
forgetting of such tensions, one achieved through a 
multiplicity of devices.  When stasis did occur, she notes for 
example, it was "usually called in Greek, the events or the 
misfortunes,"

16
 and compared to a natural catastrophe that 

rains down on human society like a plague, making its 
origins external to the city: a sickness of the polis.  The 
implication of such strategies, she notes, amounted "to 
denying that stasis is an ongoing condition of the 
city."

17
  Indeed, the Greeks continually sought to erase or to 

deny the political origin of such conflict.
18

  It is for this 
reason, she argues, that the city did not use the word 
"democracy."  With its implications of a victory (kratos) of 
part of the city (dēmos) over the rest, it is a word that 
screams conflict.  Indeed, Aristotle's preference for the word 
"polity" in his description of rule of the many with an aim 
towards the common good in The Politics is, she suggests, 
tied to this reluctance to accept stasis as a condition of 
politics.

19
  The most telling example of the importance of 

forgetting to politics comes, however, in the oath taken in 
403 by the citizens of Athens following the restoration of 
democracy to the city. 

6.      The use of an oath as a weapon against discord was not 
unique to Athens, indeed, many peace treaties and pacts of 
civic reconciliation in the period relied upon the commitment 
to forget previous tensions in order to restore politics.  In 
403, however, the oath included a negative statement "I shall 
not recall the misfortunes."  Its function was to ensure a 
ritualized forgetting as the basis of politics.

20
  "Containing the 

hostility it annuls in being spoken," writes Loraux, "the oath 



can and must renounce memory, because memory of 
misfortunes is memory of hate.  Thus it reverses the implicit 
'I shall never forget' that is the formula of vengeance."

21
  In 

this context, we can perhaps see more clearly the ways in 
which the grief-wrath of mênis – the memory that refuses to 
forget – was considered the enemy of politics.  Indeed, 
Plutarch writes about the dangers of "unforgetting avengers" 
who pursue "the memories of some unforgotten foul deeds 
of earlier days."

22
  Such figures threaten the amnesia upon 

which such amnesty, and thus the end to stasis, was 
based.  It is for this reason that the Greeks so closely 
regulated mourning and employed a number of other 
devices aimed at defusing such problematic 
remembering.  Among them was whitewashing, a process 
that captured the way in which, for the Greeks, to erase 
meant to destroy by additional covering.  The recoating of 
the surface of an official tablet with whitewash covered up 
the condemned lines and grievances, providing space upon 
which the new text could be written.  Such political devices 
as whitewashing and oath taking stood in sharp contrast to 
other, non-political, means of forgetting available to the 
Greeks, such potions and charms.  The kind of forgetting 
engendered by potions – such as that used by Helen to ease 
the grief of Telemachus and Menelaus in the Odyssey – was 
considered a lesser form of amnesia, not least because the 
relief it produced was only temporary.  In addition, however, 
the Greeks believed that such charms could be harmful to 
those upon whom they were practiced for "no approval, no 
consent is required from the one it befalls, who, momentarily 
subjected to this bracketing of misfortunes, is, perhaps, 
deprived of everything that made up his identity."

23
  In this 

we see how the manner of such forgetting, not just the 
forgetting itself, affects the kind of politics that emerges from 
amnesia.  

7.      Having established the existence of these two types of 
memory and mourning in Greek thought and practice – that 
which seeks to exploit such memory in the interests of 
revenge, and that which seeks to forget in the interests of 
establishing the possibility of politics – the aim here is to use 
them as a framework for considering the Bush 
administration's response to the events of September 11, 
2001, and the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, specifically the 
manner in which it sought to use memory and mourning as 
tools to achieve its political ends.  It is, however, perhaps 
necessary to say something about this turn to the Greeks for 
analytical purchase.  For the philosopher and intellectual 
historian such use of the Greeks may seem ahistorical and 
problematic: the application of an Ancient model of memory 
and mourning to the politics of a post-Enlightenment 
republic.  My aim here is not, however, to suggest an 
historical continuity, nor to identify some essential claim 
about the relationship between democracy, mourning, and 
vengeance.  Despite the highly plausible claim that the 
funeral oration was central to the founding of both Athens 
and the modern American republic,

24
 I am not arguing that 

this analysis reveals fundamental truths about memory, 



mourning, and democratic politics.  Rather I am suggesting 
that the models drawn from the Greeks provide a lens 
through which to view American politics, with the method 
being justified only by the possibility it provides for 
conceptualizing both the Bush administration's strategy of 
memory and mourning and the consequences of that 
strategy.  In the words of Loraux: "it is...possible...that the 
far-off history of the Athenian democracy constitutes a 
valuable experimental terrain for helping us to think this 
present full of uncertainties."

25
  Thinking this present 

suggests that the exploitation of the grief-wrath of mênis was 
not only a deliberate strategy of the administration; it is one 
whose negative effects were already being felt in the polity 
even before Hurricane Katrina hit the Gulf Coast.  As befits 
the complexity of the framework identified by Loraux, it also 
suggests that such mênis has been used as part of the Bush 
administration's strategy of forgetting in their post-Katrina 
policies.  Neither approach, however, seems to bode well for 
the polity. 

"We Will Never Forget the Lessons of 
September 11" 

8.      On September 14, 2001 President Bush visited the rescue 
workers at Ground Zero.  Standing on a pile of still 
smoldering rubble – literally in some cases upon the graves 
of the fallen – Bush, his left arm draped around a New York 
City fire chief, spoke to the rescue workers through a 
bullhorn.  Amidst cries of "Go get 'em, George," he observed 
"I want you all to know that America today – that America 
today is on bended knee in prayer for the people whose lives 
were lost here, for the workers who work here, for the 
families who mourn.  This nation stands with the good 
people of New York City, and New Jersey and Connecticut, 
as we mourn the loss of thousands of our citizens."  In 
response to a shouted cry of "I can't hear you," Bush seized 
the moment, moving swiftly from mourning to vengeance.  "I 
can hear you" he declared to loud cheers and applause.  "I 
can hear you.  The rest of the world hears you.  And the 
people who knocked these buildings down will hear all of us 
soon."  As the crowd of workers burst into applause and a 
chant of "U.S.A.! U.S.A.! U.S.A.!"  Bush thanked the workers 
for their efforts, and called upon God to bless the nation, 
waving as he did so a small American flag.

26
  His comments 

at Ground Zero were an echo of comments made earlier that 
day at the National Cathedral in Washington, D.C. where, of 
the lists of the dead, he had said: "We will read these 
names.  We will linger over them, and learn their stories, and 
many Americans will weep."  Just as on the pile, however, 
his comments quickly turned from mourning to 
vengeance.  "Americans do not yet have the distance of 
history" he observed.  "But our responsibility to history is 
already clear: to answer these attacks and rid the world of 
evil.  War has been waged against us by stealth and deceit 



and murder.  This nation is peaceful, but fierce when stirred 
to anger.  This conflict was begun on the timing and terms of 
others.  It will end in a way, and at an hour, of our 
choosing."

27
  Indeed, Bush's observation that "the prayers of 

private suffering, whether in our homes or in this great 
cathedral, are known and heard, and understood," 
suggested the way in which the private grief of the 
household was to come to structure his response to the 
attacks.

28
 

9.      In making such observations about the President's 
immediate response to September 11, of course, one 
inevitably appears to be engaging in what Jonathan Yardley 
called "the America sucks sweepstakes," participants in 
which "compete to find better, bitterer ways of describing the 
United States."

29
  Even to suggest that there was something 

problematic about a President publicly lamenting the dead 
and vowing revenge in the days immediately after the worst 
terrorist attack on the nation in U.S. history is, perhaps, to 
appear to risk getting into bed with Ward Churchill, the bête-
noir of conservative talk-shows who asserted that many of 
the World Trade Center victims were "little Eichmanns."

30
  It 

is, nevertheless, clear that this understandable rhetoric of 
mourning and wrath was not a strategy confined to the 
immediate aftermath of the attack, but rather one that very 
quickly became policy.  Indeed, what the President called 
"the lessons of 9/11, September 2001"

31
 became one of the 

most frequent tropes of his administration, used to justify a 
slew of policies and positions that were – at best – only 
tangentially connected to what Bush had labeled "the War on 
Terror."  Most obviously there was the connection that was 
continually drawn between September 11, 2001 and the 
decision to invade Iraq.  It is, perhaps, this connection that 
tells us most about Bush administration's strategy of memory 
and mourning. 

10.      As a number of memoirs by former administration 
members and Washington insiders have made clear, the 
Bush administration's desire to invade Iraq and topple 
Saddam Hussein pre-dated the September 11 attacks.

32
  In 

this light, the Bush administration's use of the attacks to 
justify the increasingly amorphous "War on Terror" seems to 
be motivated less by the genuine grief-wrath or mênis of the 
administration, than by a deliberate strategy of inculcating 
such grief-wrath in the citizenry so as to generate support for 
the policies of the administration.

33
  The President's 

willingness to invoke September 11 in connection with the 
invasion of Iraq – such as in his September 2003 televised 
address to the nation when he declared "Since America put 
out the fires of September the 11

th
, and mourned our dead, 

and went to war...We have carried the fight to the enemy"
34

 – 
suggests that such mênis is less-genuinely felt that politically 
motivated.  Loraux's observation that such grief-wrath kills 
politics can be seen in the way in which the administration 
has been able to shut down debate over the war, respond to 
criticism of its policies, and justify an expansion of executive 
power, often simply by invoking the events of September 
11.  Indeed, it is clear that álaston pénthos – the mourning 



that cannot complete itself – has become a trope of popular 
culture: from the "We Will Never Forget" t-shirts and bumper-
stickers that proliferated after September 11, to the songs of 
"hot country," many of which invoke the memory of 
September 11 to chastise those who would question the 
country's actions in its aftermath.

35
  In this, of course, mênis 

– the grief-wrath arising from an inability to forget – may also 
play its part in the administration's strategy of forgetting, one 
that may itself prove to be as damaging to the polity as its 
policy of hypertrophied remembrance.  Evidence for this 
claim is to be found in both the impact of Hurricane Katrina 
upon the Gulf Coast, and in the strategy of memory and 
mourning adopted by the administration following the 
disaster, one that was concerned to induce democratic 
forgetting, in part, by evoking the grief-wrath of September 
11. 

Do You Know What it Means to Miss New 
Orleans? 

11.      George W. Bush's September 15 "jazz funeral" speech 
from Jackson Square in New Orleans was not his first 
speech on Hurricane Katrina, but it was the first one in which 
he seemed to acknowledge the significance of the 
devastation of the Gulf Coast region, and indeed, the 
immense human cost of the storm and its aftermath.  Prior to 
the speech he had seemed so detached from the events that 
White House Counselor Dan Bartlett had compiled a DVD of 
Katrina-related news coverage for him to watch as he finally 
made his way to the region on Friday September 2, five days 
after the storm hit.

36
  The public outcry over his apparent 

indifference was considerable.  As Newsweek observed 
"How the President of the United States could have even 
less 'situational awareness,' ...than the average American 
about the worst natural disaster in a century – is one of the 
more perplexing and troubling chapters in a story that...ranks 
as a national disgrace."

37
  The rapper Kanye West was far 

more direct.  On the same day that the President cut short 
the longest presidential vacation in thirty-six years to visit the 
Gulf Coast, West appeared on an NBC telethon, breaking 
away from the scripted comments to lambaste the relief 
response, the media, himself, and finally the 
President.  "George Bush doesn't care about black people"

38
 

he memorably declared, before NBC realized what was 
happening and took him off the air.  West's anger was 
understandable. 

12.      Bush's first mention of Katrina had been a brief 
acknowledgement of the situation in a speech on the war in 
Iraq to military veterans in San Diego on Tuesday, August 
30, the same day that he made a noontime appearance with 
country-singer Mark Willis – famous for his nostalgia song 19 
Somethin' – where the President was presented with a guitar 
and laughingly strummed a fake-chord.  That many of the 
news networks chose to juxtapose this picture with the 



scenes of devastation from the Gulf Coast where the victims 
were – in the memorable words of CNN's Wolf Blitzer "so 
poor, and...so black"

39
 – did little to help the President's 

image.  His next speech from the Rose Garden in 
Washington, D.C. on August 31 was little more than a verbal 
organizational flow-chart and a laundry-list of relief efforts.  It 
was notable only for his observation that on his way back to 
Washington, D.C. from the West Coast he "had asked the 
pilot to fly over the Gulf Coast region so that he could see 
firsthand the scope and magnitude of the devastation,"

40
 and 

for his concern with gas prices: comments which simply 
magnified his distance from the events.  Even the 
President's arrival in the Gulf Coast did little suggest that he 
understood what had happened in the region.  Arriving first 
in Alabama, he finally met with a hurricane victim, making a 
vow to visit the man again when his house – destroyed by 
the storm – had been rebuilt.  That the victim was former 
Senate Majority Leader Trent Lott – a man forced to step-
down from his position as Majority Leader after praising 
Strom Thurmond's 1948 segregationist presidential run – 
further underlined the awkwardness of what one 
commentator called Bush's "racial etiquette."

41
  The 

President's later arrival in New Orleans did little to reassure 
a concerned public.  Observing that he would not forget what 
he had seen in New Orleans, and that the situation would 
require the attention of the country for a long time, Bush's 
attention immediately wandered to his own 19 Somethin' 
past.  "I believe the town where I used to come from 
Houston, Texas to enjoy myself – occasionally too much – 
will be that very same town, that it will be a better place to 
come to.  That's what I believe."

42
  Such was the President's 

tone-deafness, that even the normally deferential Fox News 
became critical of his performance, with reporter Shepard 
Smith briefly going off message to criticize the government's 
handling of the storm and its aftermath.

43
  

13.      This then was the context in which Bush found himself on 
September 15, 2005.  His apparent indifference to the 
suffering of the victims of the hurricane – particularly the 
predominantly African American survivors huddled in the 
Superdome and the New Orleans Convention Center who 
television news reports had shown suffering in the heat and 
violence of their temporary shelters – along with his prior 
refusal to address the NAACP at any time during his 
presidency, suggested that Kanye West was right about 
Bush and black people.  His speech was thus an attempt to 
defuse some of this criticism and to cultivate a democratic 
forgetting that would return politics to its pre-Katrina state, a 
strategy that stood in stark contrast to his approach to 
memory and mourning in the wake of 9/11.   

14.      To suggest that Bush's September 15, 2005 speech from 
New Orleans was an exercise in forgetting requires, of 
course, that one account for those passages where the 
President uncharacteristically took responsibility for the poor 
handling of the crisis and even acknowledged longstanding 
social problems such as poverty and racial 
discrimination.  "As we all saw on television," he observed, 



"there's also some deep, persistent poverty in this region, as 
well.  That poverty has roots in a history of racial 
discrimination, which cut off generations from the opportunity 
of America.  We have a duty to confront this poverty with 
bold action."  Similarly, the man who, in an April 13, 2004 
televised press conference was stumped when asked to 
identify a mistake he had made as President, declared on 
September 15, 2005 that "Americans have every right to 
expect a more effective response in a time of 
emergency.  When the federal government fails to meet 
such an obligation, I, as President, am responsible for the 
problem."  Nevertheless, for every acknowledgement of 
error, Bush invoked at least one strategy of forgetting.   

15.      Most obviously there was the decidedly Greek suggestion 
that nature not politics was the cause of the problems in the 
Gulf Coast.  Millions of lives were, the President observed, 
"changed in a day by a cruel and wasteful storm."  Indeed, 
the President declared that: "In the aftermath, we have seen 
fellow citizens left stunned and uprooted, searching for loved 
ones, and grieving for the dead, and looking for a meaning in 
a tragedy that seems so blind and random."  The storm was, 
he said, "an unprecedented crisis," even as he compared it 
to previous natural disasters including the Chicago fire, the 
San Francisco earthquake, and the Dust Bowl of the 
1930s.  As with the Greeks and stasis, such accounts of a 
"natural disaster" nevertheless ignored the many – very 
human – decisions and mistakes that had exacerbated the 
impact of the storm.  These included the diversion of federal 
funds originally earmarked for strengthening the levees in 
New Orleans in the 1990s into widening the ship canal: a 
decision that actually increased the danger to those living in 
the most vulnerable areas of the city.

44
  They also included 

the bureaucratic bungling and departmental infighting that 
had seriously hampered life-saving operations after Katrina: 
such as the group of 100 first responders diverted from New 
Orleans to Atlanta for sexual harassment training, or the 
doctor in New Orleans ordered, at gunpoint, to stop chest 
compressions on a dying woman because he was not 
registered with FEMA.

45
  The suggestion that the storm was 

unprecedented obscured, furthermore, the previous history 
of storms in the region – the famous 1927 flood, and 1961's 
Hurricane Betsy which covered 80 percent of the Lower 
Ninth Ward of New Orleans in water – and indeed, the 
considerable warnings offered by a slew of books and 
articles including John McPhee's The Control of Nature, and 
pieces in the Scientific American, Times-Picayune, and 
National Geographic,

46
 as well as the very specific warnings 

about potential levee breaches that Bush himself received 
two days before the storm.

47
  Furthermore, Bush's claim that 

the tragedy was "blind and random" seeks to obscure, 
perhaps, the manner in which its effects were – due to 
politically not naturally produced policies – systematic and 
discriminatory.  In New Orleans, de facto segregation and 
suburbanization made New Orleans poorer and blacker 
throughout the twentieth-century: 80 percent of New Orleans' 
minority households lived in the flooded areas where the 



average income trailed those who lived outside the flooded 
area by $17,000, and where the citizens has less access to 
private transportation, explaining in part, perhaps, the racial 
and economic disparities between those who did and did not 
escape prior to the flooding.   

16.      The "natural disaster" trope also served to mask the 
downgrading of the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency under the Bush administration.  Before the now-
notorious Michael Brown took office, FEMA was led by 
Joseph Allbaugh, Bush's former Chief of Staff in Texas and 
2002 campaign manager, a man who described the agency 
as an "oversized entitlement program."

48
  It was an attitude 

that bespoke little serious concern with the actual aims of the 
Agency.  Indeed, at the time of Hurricane Katrina, five out of 
FEMA's top eight officials had come to the agency with 
virtually no experience in disaster management.

49
  Brown 

himself, as Time magazine reported, appeared to have 
significantly padded his resume, his tenure and 
responsibilities at the International Arabian Horse 
Association being just one of the contested claims.

50
  Even 

if, however, Brown had been a vastly experienced disaster 
manager, Michael Eric Dyson notes that by the time that 
Brown "arrived, FEMA had a greatly diminished status in an 
administration obsessed with fighting terror."

51
  In this we 

see, perhaps, how the strategy of remembrance employed 
by the Bush administration following September 11, 2001 
played its part in exacerbating the impact of the storm and 
necessitated the administration's strategy of democratic 
forgetting, a strategy that was itself predicated upon invoking 
the grief-wrath of mênis. 

17.      On Thursday September 1, interviewed by Diane Sawyer 
on ABC's Good Morning America, the President was asked 
to compare the 9/11 devastation with that of the Gulf 
Coast.  "Nine-eleven was a man-made attack," he offered, 
"this was a natural disaster."

52
  The competing explanations 

offered for the events of 9/11 and those of the Gulf Coast 
captured perfectly his administration's strategy of memory 
and mourning with regard to the two events: remembering of 
one, forgetting of the other.  In practice, however, Bush used 
both strategies in his approach to Katrina, making the grief-
wrath of mênis itself part of the democratic forgetting he 
sought to inculcate in the citizenry.  Given that grief-wrath is 
a perspective that is necessarily antithetical to careful 
reflection upon its underpinning claims, it was no surprise 
that Bush invoked both the "War on Terror" and September 
11, in his September 15 speech.   "Our cities must have 
clear and up-to-date plans for responding to natural 
disasters, and disease outbreaks, or a terrorist attack" he 
declared, subtly shifting the focus of the speech from the 
specific – Hurricane Katrina – to the generalized fear that 
helped to cultivate grief-wrath since September, 2001.  "In a 
time of terror threats and weapons of mass destruction," he 
continued, "the danger to our citizens reaches a much wider 
than a fault line or a flood plain."  It was a claim that not only 
sought to invoke the all-consuming grief-wrath of mênis, it 
sought both to justify and hide its operations.  If the 



government had stumbled during Katrina, it suggested, it 
was because it was faced with a bigger problem.  Thus, 
immediately prior to the President accepting responsibility for 
any failures of the federal government, he invoked the 
problem once again.  "For years after the frightening 
experience of September 11

th
," he declared, "Americans 

have every right to expect a more effective response in a 
time of emergency."  A speech which had begun with an 
attempt to demonstrate that, after so many missteps, the 
President was aware of, and concerned about, the scenes of 
devastation that had horrified America – one in which he had 
sought to convince the largely African American victims of 
the hurricane that "our whole nation cares about, and in the 
journey ahead you are not alone" – seemed, at this moment, 
to change its intended audience and focus.  It became a 
speech about the War on Terror: a reassurance that the 
administration was capable of dealing with whatever lay 
ahead.  Even, however, as it invoked the War on Terror and 
reminded the citizenry of the enemy outside the city gates, 
the speech sought to hide the already damaging and very 
tangible impact that the policy of mênis had upon the polity's 
capacity not only to think critically, but also upon the 
government's capacity to carry out one of its most basic 
functions: protecting its citizens from, and during, a 
disaster.

53
 

18.      There has been much debate over the extent to which the 
war in Iraq – a war itself obviously justified by the 
administration's policy of mourning and memory – affected 
the response of both the federal and local governments 
during Hurricane Katrina and its aftermath.  Much of the 
debate has focused upon the capabilities of the National 
Guard.

54
  Lieutenant General H. Steven Blum, the Guard's 

top commander, told the Congressional Committee on 
Katrina that the Guard lacked two-thirds of the equipment 
necessary to respond to natural disasters and terrorist 
attacks because of the deployment of troops to Afghanistan 
and Iraq.  Blum noted that the troops took the best 
equipment with them and left it there when they were 
replaced.  He denied that this slowed the response to 
Katrina, but Lt. Colonel Peter Schneider, spokesperson for 
the Louisiana National Guard, disagreed.

55
  Even if we 

bracket this question, it is clear that the downgrading of 
FEMA was but one way in which the Bush administration's 
cultivation of mênis undermined the Katrina response or 
exacerbated the impact of the storm.  In February 2004, in a 
letter to the New York Times, Governor Blanco noted their 
report on the efforts to restore Iraqi wetlands, but observed: 
"Ironically...the Bush administration and the Republican-led 
Senate will not demand the same urgency of action to save 
coastal wetlands at home."

56
  The importance of the 

wetlands to protecting the Gulf Coast from extreme weather 
patterns, and the federal government's neglect of them in the 
face of its overseas priorities is, perhaps, but one of the 
areas where the administration's policy of mênis and that of 
the forgetting implicit in their claims about the "naturalness" 
of the Katrina aftermath overlap and intersect. The need for 



the policy of forgetting in the face of the anger generated by 
the focus on overseas priorities is evidenced by the ubiquity 
of claims such as New Orleans' Mayor Ray Nagin's angry 
observation that "we authorized $8 billion to go to Iraq 
lickety-quick.  After 9/11, we gave the President 
unprecedented powers lickety-quick to take care of other 
places."

57
  It is precisely to defuse, or detract attention from, 

such anger that the policy of forgetting was implemented by 
the Bush administration.  One key strategy in this policy was 
the call to futurity that provided a connecting thread for 
Bush's September 15 speech. 

19.      Standing at the podium on September 15, his sleeves 
rolled up to just below the elbow in the manner suggested to 
all the employees of FEMA by self-proclaimed "fashion-god" 
Michael Brown,

58
 looking like he was ready for the hard work 

ahead, President Bush acknowledged the poverty in the Gulf 
Coast region and observed: "So let us restore all that we 
have cherished from yesterday, and let us rise above the 
legacy of inequality."  Having made the acknowledgement of 
inequality, Bush immediately called for its forgetting.  His 
focus on rebuilding – itself said to be supported by "a united 
country" – was part of this suggestion, as was his assertion 
that there was "a powerful American determination to clear 
the ruins and build better than before."  Louisiana 
Republican Congressman Richard Baker seemed to capture 
the spirit of this move when he observed: "We finally cleaned 
up public housing in New Orleans.  We couldn't do it, but 
God did."

59
  Calling for building on the ruins of the previous 

city was not only an architectural palimpsest; it also 
suggested a further aspect of the Bush strategy.  For the 
Greeks, democratic forgetting meant an erasure, a literal 
whitewash; here, perhaps, it was a metaphorical one.  For 
although the President noted that such rebuilding should 
include "minority-owned businesses," there is serious 
concern about the future racial makeup of New Orleans.  As 
Tulane historian Lawrence Powell observed, there is "the 
possibility that New Orleans will be demographically 
unrecognizable after its reconstitution: whiter, smaller, and 
less diverse...literally bereft of the African American roots 
that have seeded so much that is authentic in American 
popular culture."

60
  Mayor Ray Nagin's call for a "chocolate 

city," aside, the scattering of the population of New Orleans 
and the Gulf Coast more generally threatens a population 
dispersion akin to that caused by the Great Mississippi Flood 
of 1927.

61
  Indeed, despite the President's mother's 

assertion that "many of the people in the area were, you 
know, underprivileged anyway, so – this is working out very 
well for them,"

62
 in the initial awarding of contracts for 

rebuilding, only 1.5 percent of the initial $1.6 billion awarded 
in contracts by FEMA went to minority owned businesses, 
even though regular contracting rules require a minimum of 
five percent.

63
  In such circumstances it is not hard, perhaps, 

to see the strategy of forgetting – focused on promises of 
futurity and rebuilding – offered to African Americans in 
particular as less the informed agreement amongst a nation 
determined to puts its divisions aside, than as the kind of 



potion or charm the Greeks used to gain temporary respite 
from their grief: the sort of relief which, Loraux argues, 
stripped its victims of their identity.  Indeed, it is in the most 
obvious motif of futurity and forgetting employed by the 
President – the jazz funeral metaphor – that we see the 
complexity of his strategy of memory and mourning, and 
indeed, the true nature of the intended audience for the 
President's speech in New Orleans. 

20.      To Bush and his speechwriters, the invocation of the jazz 
funeral metaphor may have seemed wonderfully apt: 
containing within it an apparent vision of joy triumphing over 
grief, life over death, future over past.  For many of those 
watching, furthermore, it no doubt appeared to be precisely 
that.  To the largely African-American citizenry of New 
Orleans, however, displaced in many cases from their 
homes, their jobs, and their families, it probably appeared as 
little more than a minstrel show, an example of what James 
Snead called "exclusionary emulation," the "principle 
whereby the power and the trappings of black culture are 
imitated while at the same time their black originators are 
segregated away and kept at a distance".

64
  For those 

familiar with the jazz funeral tradition, Bush's use of 
terminology could not have been more revealing.  His 
suggestion that the "second line" was a piece of music, and 
indeed, what he claimed it symbolized, were both 
misplaced.  Anthropologist Helen Regis writes:  

The term second line is ambiguous, pointing to multiple 
dimensions of the same phenomenological reality.  It refers 
to the dance steps, which performed by club members and 
their followers during parades.  It also refers to the 
syncopated rhythm that is said to have originated on the 
streets of New Orleans.  More importantly, second line 
means the followers, or joiners, who fall in behind the 'first 
line,' composed of the brass band and the social club, which 
typically sponsors the parade.
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21.      Regis's claims are supported by no-lesser an authority 
than Louis Armstrong who observed: "The second line is a 
bunch of guys who follow the parade.  They're not the 
members of the Lodge or the club.  Anybody can be a 
second liner, whether they are raggedy or dressed up.  They 
seemed to have more fun than anybody."

66
  Bush's 

confusion was, however, understandable, for the brass 
bands and jazz performers of New Orleans have long lead a 
bifurcated existence, splitting their time between the social 
clubs and local parades associated with the largely African 
American "back of town" communities, and those 
performances made for the largely white tourists and 
conventioneers.

67
  Jazz historian Mick Burns observes: "Both 

the funeral and the convention center jobs are part of a 
working brass band musician's routine, and both jobs paid 
about the same.  In both cases, the bands played similar 
music.  The crucial difference seems to me to be between 
the dignified ritual...in which the mourners were participants, 



and the manufactured quality of the convention center 
parade, where the crowd were mystified onlookers."  Indeed, 
Burns concludes that "the synergy between the band and the 
crowd is a more significant part of the brass band tradition 
than the style of music being played."

68
 

22.      Bush's jazz funeral was, that is to say, the ersatz jazz 
funeral of largely white conventioneers, not that of the 
families displaced by Katrina, many of whom made their 
living working in the tourist and convention hotels as maids, 
janitors, and busboys in what is referred to locally as the 
"servant industry."  Noting the staged character of these 
parades, Regis compares them to the depiction of the jazz 
funeral in the 1973 James Bond movie Live and Let Die, and 
suggests that this has produced "a rather thin burlesque of 
the massive neighborhood-based events – produced for 
popular consumption...a cheerful (if not cheesy) minstrel 
show performed for outsiders."

69
  For this reason, it might be 

argued that Bush's audience on September 15, 2005 was 
not the thousands of displaced African Americans mourning 
the loss of their homes and loved ones, but rather the 
largely-white television audience who had been shocked by 
the scenes of devastation on the evening news.  Further 
evidence, perhaps, of this strategy of forgetting and its 
intended audience is to be found in Bush's assertion that: "In 
the life of this nation, we have often been reminded that 
nature is an awesome force, and that all life is fragile.  We're 
the heirs of men and women who lived through those first 
terrible winters at Jamestown and Plymouth."  It is, of 
course, clear whose ancestors survived at Jamestown and 
Plymouth.  The ancestors of many of those Americans 
displaced by the storm no doubt also suffered through 
terrible first winters under very different conditions.  As such, 
Bush's was a strategy of forgetting whose intended audience 
not the victims of the storm, but rather those who had to 
watch it on television, suggesting that Michael Eric Dyson 
was correct when he observed: "We are immediately 
confronted with another unsavory-truth: it is the exposure of 
the extremes not their existence that stumps our national 
sense of decency."

70
  In their strategy of forgetting, the Bush 

administration sought to contain only the remembering of 
those unaffected by the storm, and, in so doing, inflicted 
greater insult and injury upon those very victims. 

23.      The cruel irony of Bush's appropriation of the jazz funeral 
tradition as part of his strategy of forgetting was, of course, 
that for residents of New Orleans, the jazz funeral itself, and 
the second line tradition, was a strategy of remembering: 
one far more complex than either of the approaches adopted 
by the Bush administration in response to Katrina or 
September 11.  As the historian and filmmaker Jerry Brock 
points out, there were two significant periods in which brass 
bands exploded in popularity in New Orleans: after the Civil 
War, and following the Civil Rights movement.  Both events 
gave, says Brock, the citizens of New Orleans "the impetus 
to have freedom in the music."

71
  Yet, the popular view – 

itself perpetuated by the conventioneer parades – that the 
"second line is 'nothing but a party'...a harmless pastime or a 



diversion for the poorest communities in a city that 'loves a 
parade,'"

72
 is, says Helen Regis, one of the operations of 

black-face minstrelsy that hides the social and political 
significance of the parades.  It is a phenomenon that is, she 
suggests, even more acute now that politicians regularly 
"cloak themselves in the seemingly unmistakable mantle of 
blackness by embracing the inner city tradition of the second 
line."

73
  Regis details the cultural significance of these 

parades, highlighting their importance to the social ties of 
community; their role in neighborhood cohesion, revival, and 
social activism; and, most importantly for our purposes here, 
the manner in which they constitute and perpetuate a 
community of memory.  Noting how the parades stop at 
specific locations and play particular tunes to honor the 
former residents of certain buildings or neighborhoods, 
Regis asserts that "the second line parades serve as 
important collective gestures of memory in the communities 
for which these individuals and networks were 
significant."

74
  Elsewhere, she asserts that: "Like ancestors 

in the lineage-based societies, the memory of people and 
places defines communities in the contemporary New 
Orleans second-line."

75
  Indeed, Regis further notes how the 

Mardi Gras parades with which the second-line parades are 
popularly confused, are associated with the white 
establishment in New Orleans, and that "the New Orleans 
second line season constitutes an alternative ritual calendar" 
which she compares to "an earlier generation of African 
American commemorative celebrations" such as that of 
celebrating Independence Day on July 5

th
.
76

  Such 
associations suggest that the "back of town" jazz funeral is a 
more ambivalent tradition of memory and mourning than that 
invoked by the President on September 15, 2005. 

24.      In these circumstances then, Bush's invoking of the 
second line parade as a strategy of forgetting does damage 
to an institution that is associated with remembering: a 
further insult, perhaps, to those displaced by the 
storm.  Much as with the Greek potions of temporary 
forgetting, it is a strategy that seems to rob its victims of their 
identities.  For the President's mother's suggestion that 
many of the victims of the storm benefited from it 
economically is – as Patricia Williams has shown – not only 
mistaken in its failure to understand the complexity of the 
economic situation in the flooded areas which, despite its 
poverty, had a high percentage of home ownership, but also 
in its failure to recognize the damage inflicted upon people 
estranged from their communities in the wake of the 
storm.

77
  The work of sociologist Kai Erickson on the 

February, 1972 flood that destroyed Buffalo Creek in West 
Virginia, suggests that in such circumstances the impact of 
the loss of communality is incalculable.

78
  That this 

community of memory was constituted, in part, by a memory 
of the 1927 flood when the white business community 
needlessly blew the levees in the Lower-Ninth ward to 
protect the city, and then reneged on the promised 
compensation for those affected, suggests that there are 
even deeper strategies of forgetting at work in the history of 



New Orleans.  In this, perhaps, the President's speech was 
simply part of a much broader strategy of forgetting about 
race in America, one too broad to be fully explored here, 
although, as Loraux points out in her work on democracy 
and forgetting, it might "be fruitful to consider the ways in 
which modern representations of the political have retained 
this logic"
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25.      George W. Bush's speech from New Orleans on 
September 15 was then, it has been suggested, part of a 
broader strategy of memory and mourning employed by his 
administration to engineer support for its policies.  The 
strategy is, on the one hand, bifurcated: memory of injustices 
done to the nation; forgetting of justices perpetuated within 
in.  On the other hand, however, it has been argued that the 
strategy of remembering is, itself, employed as part of the 
forgetting: a way of distracting the many from the injustices 
perpetuated upon the few.  Among the many ironies of 
Bush's use or misuse of the jazz funeral metaphor is that 
such funerals – when not appropriated for political or 
commercial gain – may offer an authentically complex mode 
of mourning more conducive to the health of the democratic 
polity than either of the strategies employed by his 
administration.  Indeed, Helen Regis suggests that in recent 
years the jazz funeral – now infused with the beats of hip-
hop – had taken on the role of celebrating and critiquing both 
the lives and life conditions of an urban youth cut down by 
crime, drugs, and joblessness.

80
  The potentially positive 

connection between this mode of memory and mourning and 
the health of the democratic polity is, however, a topic for 
another paper.  For now we might simply note that Baldwin's 
assertion that a "protective sentimentality" limits America's 
understanding of African American music – itself, perhaps, 
an echo of Du Bois's earlier claim that African American 
"sorrow songs" have "been persistently mistaken and 
misunderstood"

81
 – finds its target in the President's attempt 

to invoke the jazz funeral as metaphor in his New Orleans 
speech.  That the rather linear modes of mourning employed 
by his administration stand in contrast to these sophisticated 
rituals is evidenced by Bush's rather straightforward 
assertion that the second line symbolizes the victory of the 
spirit over death.  Again, in the words of James Baldwin: 

White Americans seem to feel that happy songs are happy 
and sad songs are sad and that God help us, is exactly the 
way that most white Americans sing them – sounding in both 
cases, so helplessly, defenselessly fatuous that one dare not 
speculate on the temperature of the deep freeze from which 
issue their brave and sexless little voices.
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