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A B S T R A C T

Disasters or crises present opportunities to challenge society’s taken-for-granted
assumptions about the order of things. This paper applies the sociology of worth
(SOW), as detailed by Boltanski & Thévenot, ([1991] 2006), to [2_TD$DIFF]conceptualize the ‘common
good’ in complex social situations or disputes, in this case a disaster. We use SOW to
construct a narrative of Hurricane Katrina according to a nuanced understanding of
disruptions to the social order. Previous accounting studies of disasters have demonstrated
how accounts play a pivotal role in defining questions of justice and accountability – to
whom and for what? SOW provides a framework to accommodate multiple rationalities
and experiences in relation to a particular ‘situation’. We argue that the common good,
evaluated through logic and reasoning within a ‘situation’ or social reality, is multiple. This
study contributes to our understanding of and making visible the contentions, [3_TD$DIFF]

compromises and conflicts that arise from a disaster and mobilize neglected or hidden
accounts of what it means to achieve the common good.

© 2017 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

New Orleans' dysfunctional relationship with its environment may make it the nation's most improbable metropolis.
It is flood prone. It is cursed with a fertile disease environment. It is located along a well-worn pathway that tropical
storms travel from the Atlantic to the nation's interior. From this perspective, New Orleans has earned all the scorn being
heaped upon it—the city is a misguided urban project, a fool's errand, a disaster waiting to happen. But such insults miss
why most American cities are built in the first place: to do business (Kelman, 2005, n.p.).

1. Introduction

Hurricane Katrina (Katrina) swept through the Gulf Coast of the USA as a category five (most severe) storm on August 29,
2005. It was the most destructive natural disaster in US history, causing an estimated [5_TD$DIFF]USD$108 billion in damage (GAO,
2015), and declared a major catastrophic event1 (Adeola & Picou 2012; HSGAC, 2007; Townsend, 2006). The damage
extended 103 miles (166km), affected 93,000 square miles (150,000 square km), and included over 138 parishes2 and

* Corresponding author.
E-mail addresses: sperkiss@uow.edu.au (S. Perkiss), leem@uow.edu.au (L. Moerman).

1 That is, “any natural or man-made incident, including terrorism, that results in extraordinary levels of mass casualties, damage, or disruption severely
affecting the population, infrastructure, environment, economy, national morale, and/or government functions” as defined by the US National Response
Framework (see www.fema.gov/pdf/emergency/nrf/nrf_CatastrophicIncidentAnnex.pdf)

2 A Parish is an administrative division. E.g., the state of Louisiana includes 64 parishes, and New Orleans (Orleans Parish) is the largest of them.
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counties (Townsend, 2006). The most affected city was New Orleans, the largest populated region in the state of Louisiana
(HSGAC, 2007) with an elevation of five feet below sea level to fifteen feet above sea level (City-Data, [6_TD$DIFF]2017) rendering it
susceptible to flooding from the Mississippi River.

New Orleans is characterized by major historical decisions that prioritized market opportunities and industrial
development to enable progress and the accumulation of wealth. For example, the Louisiana Purchase from the French in
1803 was executed to exploit the dynamic Mississippi River for economic development (Campanella, Etheridge, & Meffert,
2004). And, further, infrastructure was developed in the 20th century, such as the Industrial Canal and the Seaway Canal (or
Mississippi River Gulf Outlet (hereafter MRGO) (Azcona, 2006); effectively segregating areas below sea level including the
Lower NinthWard3.[7_TD$DIFF] Therefore, while New Orleans was perfectly situated for trade, the ‘site’was geographically problematic
(Azcona, 2006). ‘Flood protection’ levees eradicated the existing environment of grassy marshes, wetlands, Cyprus trees and
sediment that were natural barriers against inundation from severe weather conditions (Hughes, 2012). And with the
replacement of this natural ‘levee’ also came the seeds of a future disaster when Katrina caused flooding from sea-water
inundation to over 80% of New Orleans (Townsend, 2006).

While Katrina was a natural disaster, the consequences were largely a product of human decision-making. Studies have
demonstrated that families and communities with sufficient income, stable housing and adequate insurance prior to a
disaster are more likely to fully recover quickly (Edwards, 1998). New Orleans had many low-income households with
inadequate housing and inadequate insurance that underpinned the unequal impacts of Katrina on residents (Sweeney,
2006). The most vulnerable lived in floodplains, and were somewhat isolated by geography, race and culture (Baker, 2014;
Park & Miller, 2006). Therefore, as well as the environmental destruction, Katrina was also a social and environmental
disaster (Park &Miller, 2006; Sweeney, 2006). One question inevitably involves how, in a just society, we account for all those
– both human and nonhuman – impacted by disasters? Disaster situations or crises expose the taken-for-granted ideals of
the common good, challenge systems, social orders and processes and, in the aftermath allow broader questions to emerge.
Is it perhaps more a question of ‘common goods’, in a shifting, messy, complex entanglement of heterogeneous, yet common
beliefs?

Accounting and accountability in times of natural disaster has received some attention in the research literature. For
example, Sargiacomo, Ianni, and Everett’s (2014) study drawing on Bourdieu to investigate accounting as a social practice in
the follow-up to the 2009 earthquake in Italy; Taylor, Tharapos and Sidaway’s (2014) critical assessment of government and
non-governmental accountability to victims of Australia’s 2009 ‘Black Saturday’ bushfires; Lai, Leoni, and Stacchezzini’s
(2014) study providing evidence of the socializing effects of the process of accounting in natural disasters; Walker’s (2014)
research on accounting’s role in drought recovery; Perkiss andMoerman (inpress) and Perkiss and Tweedie’s (2017) research
intomorality, displacement andmigration due to the slow-onset disaster of climate change-induced sea level rise; and Baker
(2014) analysis of the breakdown of accountability at the time of Katrina.

In particular, Baker[8_TD$DIFF]’s (2014) study highlighted the priority given to calculative forms of accountability in the aftermath of
Katrina and concluded that institutional racism and the history and geography of New Orleans added to a breakdown in
narrative accountability. According to Baker (2014), calculative accountability underpinned the regulatory and
administrative structures of New Orleans, and following Katrina, contributed to an uncompassionate response from
government agencies to victims and citizens. Accountability, therefore, is understood to be complex and subjective (Sinclair,
1995), socially constructed through inter-existing social processes, and bound by external social, economic, moral and
discursive phenomena (Shearer & Arrington,1993). Drawing on the situation in NewOrleans, we explore how, in a pluralistic
society conditioned by diverse interests, the responsibility to uphold a ‘common good’ is understood and recognized.

We adopt the sociology of worth (SOW) to explore various accounts of human actions and experiences across seven
generalized states of being (polities) that correspond to a set of generalized ‘common goods’ that are justified at the point
where individuals have an equal chance of attaining a higher common principle. At this point, we might call this fairness or
justice. SOWhas already been adopted into accounting research. Annisette and Richardson (2011) identify SOWas a suitable
framework to accommodate multiple rationalities, while Chenhall, Hall, and Smith (2013),Annisette and Trivedi (2013),
Annisette, Vesty, and Amslem (2017) and Perkiss and Moerman (in press) explore empirically how accounting is/can be
conceptualized within SOW. Accounts, as empirical constructs, are conceived differently according to their use in particular
situations. For example, as compromising objects in organizational management systems (Chenhall et al., 2013); boundary-
spanning ambiguous objects of both compromise and conflict (Annisette et al., 2017) or as a qualified object related to
specific social orders (Perkiss &Moerman (in press)). In these situations, accounts as objects of justification (or legitimation)
involve a process of evaluation where the assignment of value is underpinned by a moral order ( [9_TD$DIFF]Annisette et al., 2017, [10_TD$DIFF]210).
However, in a disaster situation where disruptions are sudden, profound and shocking, actors evaluate worth differently as
they grapple with a new ‘reality’. Therefore, while previous studies have utilized accounts as objects subjected to tests of
worth, in this scenario accounts act as reports of tests.

Katrina provides an insightful case to reconsider accounts and accountability and the impact of a crisis or disaster, as it
combines several elements in one disputed situation. It also represents a public and contested case that can be used to

3 The Lower Ninth Ward included a combination of poor household structures and availability, racial and religious discrimination and poverty that
disadvantagedmany residing communities post-Katrina, including Latinos, blacks, the elderly, disabled, children and single females (Adeola & Picou, 2012;
Edwards, 1998; Phillips, 1993).
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