
ABSTRACT 

SHELTON, CECILIA D. Political Apology in the Discursive Construction of 
Hurricane Katrina. (Under the direction of Agnes Bolonyai.) 
 

With the recent events of Hurricane Katrina in 2005, the United States saw a natural 

disaster turn into a national disaster as the storm devastated the American citizens of the Gulf 

Coast region. The discourse regarding Hurricane Katrina is uniquely characterized by its 

political component whose primary topical focus was the responsibility. In response to 

widespread public unrest and complaint, many politicians issued apologies regarding the 

government response to Hurricane Katrina. This study will examine the theme of 

responsibility through analysis of the complaint-apology adjacency pair; that is, the 

complaints voiced by citizens and the apologies offered by two key political figures in 

Katrina’s political discourse—Ray Nagin, mayor of New Orleans, LA and George W. Bush, 

President of the United States. Specifically, I will use the notions of framing, voice and 

intertextuality to determine how discourse participants present other relevant voices and how 

those participants represent their own voices the dialogical negotiation of responsibility. I 

intend to compare and contrast how these two participants manage the acceptance of 

responsibility in order to understand the significance of their distinct discursive voices and 

perspectives. Analysis of the complaint-apology discourse structure should reveal how 

varying personal and public perspectives of political discourse participants affected their 

participation in the political discourse about Hurricane Katrina. This analysis demonstrates 

the importance of voice and dialogicality in the discursive construction of apology. 

Moreover, it suggests that researchers who are beginning to investigate political apology take 

into account factors that could influence variation in voices participating in that discourse 



which could, in turn produce variation in the forms of political apology and how it is 

managed pragmatically. 



 
 

POLITICAL APOLOGY IN THE DISCURSIVE 
CONSTRUCTION OF HURRICANE KATRINA 

 
By 

 
CECILIA D. SHELTON 

 
 
 
 

A thesis submitted to the Graduate Faculty of 
North Carolina State University 

in partial fulfillment of the 
requirements for the degree of 

Master of Arts 
 
 

ENGLISH 
 

Raleigh, 
North Carolina 

 
2007 

 
APPROVED BY: 

 
 

_______________________                             _______________________ 
           Walt Wolfram                                                     Jeffery Reaser 
Advisory Committee Member                          Advisory Committee Member 
 
 

______________________ 
Agnes Bolonyai 

Chair of Advisory Committee 



ii 

DEDICATION 
 

To my family, 
 

Jason & Jasmin— 
 

You inspire me to pursue excellence.



iii 

BIOGRAPHY 
 

Cecilia Davis was born on March 9th, 1983 in Bristol, TN. As a child, she 

moved to Raleigh, North Carolina and was educated in Wake County Schools. 

She graduated in 2001 from Southeast Raleigh High School. She attended 

Winston-Salem State University and graduated magna cum laude in May, 2005. 

Inspired by a summer research internship in sociolinguistics with Walt 

Wolfram, she applied to the Linguistics concentration of North Carolina State 

University’s Master of Arts in English program. During her matriculation at 

NCSU, she gained valuable experience as a composition teaching assistant, met 

wonderful friends and scholars, married her college sweetheart of 4 years and 

awaited the arrival of her precious baby girl. She will graduate with much more 

than an MA in English, having learned much more about herself and life in 

general than a book could ever teach her. 



iv 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
 

First, I would like to thank the survivors of Hurricane Katrina, who 

unbeknownst to them, have inspired me to use scholarship to affect change in 

the lives of real people. It is my sincere desire that some part of this thesis will 

benefit them in some way, if only by continuing to call attention to the 

multiplicity of issues that Katrina uncovered which pervade this society and are 

continually overlooked. 

Thank you to my graduate colleagues, both those in the linguistics 

concentration and those that were composition teaching assistants. Your 

support, encouragement, and at times, commiseration got me through many 

long days. I want to especially thank Michele Allen who has been much more 

than a fellow classmate—she is also a dear friend. I pray that you always 

maintain your beautiful spirit. I would like to thank Sheila Smith-McKoy who 

provided me with the opportunity to see a scholar who looks like me. You 

inspire me to continue despite the hard times. I would also like to thank various 

other professors and staff members who took the time to help me but are too 

numerous to name. 

I appreciate the hard work and insight of my thesis committee, who were 

instrumental in helping me complete this project. Thank you to Jeff, who 

always took a second to stop by my cubicle and encourage me with a kind 



v 

word; to Walt, whose dedication to scholarship and community involvement I 

truly admire and hope to emulate; and especially to Agnes Bolonyai, who truly 

exemplifies the kind of scholar that I want to be—thorough, precise, and always 

demanding both academic and personal integrity from yourself and others. I 

appreciate your concern for me as a person first, and as a student second. Your 

support and encouragement has been invaluable to me throughout this process. 

Last and most importantly, thank you to my wonderful family and 

friends. To my mommy, I truly appreciate your prayers and support. I love you 

and without you I would never be where I am today. To my sister, Monica, you 

are fabulously brilliant and beautiful, thank you for understanding when no one 

else does. To my extended family and my in-laws thank you for always 

encouraging me to continue. You were there when it seemed like no one 

noticed how hard I was working. Finally, I would like to thank my wonderful 

husband Jason and my daughter Jasmin. Jason, thank you for all the dinners and 

breakfasts you cooked when I couldn’t, the hugs and kisses of encouragement 

even when I needed a shower, and the tears of frustration that you wiped away. 

You witnessed my journey to the edge of thesis-induced insanity and you still 

love me. Jasmin, thank you for every kick of encouragement. Mommy loves 

you. 

 



vi 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

PAGE 
List of Figures………………………………………………………….  vii 

1. Introduction & Context………………………………………….  1 

1.1 Introduction………………………………………………..... 1 

1.2 Socio-historical Context & Hurricane Katrina……………… 2 

2. Theoretical Framework and Review of Relevant Literature……. 8 

2.1 Discursive Construction of Responsibility………………….  8 

2.2 Intertextuality of Political Discourse………………………..  10 

2.3 Speech Act Theory: Complaint and Apology……………….  13 

2.4 Political Apologies…………………………………………..  17 

3. Methodology and Data/Results………………………………….  21 

3.1 Methods……………………………………………………..  21 

3.2 Data/Results…………………………………………………. 22 

4. Discussion/Analysis……………………………………………..  42 

5. Conclusions/Implications……………………………………….. 49 

6. References……………………………………………………….  52 

7. Appendices……………………………………………………… 54 



vii 

LIST OF FIGURES 
Page 

 
Figure 1 Gulf Coast Region……………………………………………  3 

Figure 2 Hurricane Katrina Track……………………………………...  6 

Figure 3 Looters………………………………………………………..  29 

Figure 4 Finders………………………………………………………..  30 



Chapter 1: Introduction & Context 
1.1 Introduction 

With the recent events of Hurricane Katrina in 2005, the United States saw a natural 

disaster turn into a national disaster as the storm devastated the American citizens of the Gulf 

Coast region. Along with the storm’s debris, the hurricane left behind a conversation about 

the social, political and economic ills that Katrina uncovered. The aftermath of Katrina 

surpassed what this country expected and prepared for from a hurricane in this region. The 

unforeseen magnitude of the circumstances afforded a unique opportunity to examine the 

subsequent discourses that become linked to disaster. Particularly in this modern context, 

even natural disasters are essentially bound to socio-political discourses. It follows that, in a 

matter of days, the initial discourse about the natural disaster that Hurricane Katrina 

precipitated became embedded in a larger socio-political discourse that was driven by 

ideological concepts of race, class, and responsibility, among other themes. 

The political discourse that was linked to Hurricane Katrina was particularly salient 

due to widespread social unrest about the government’s management of the storm’s 

aftermath. A close examination of the discourse reveals several notable points of interest. 

The first of these is that responsibility took a prominent topical role in the discourse, as 

hurricane survivors and fellow citizens alike expressed concern and confusion regarding the 

government’s response to the destruction. Second, the ease of participation in the political 

discourse and the range of participants —from average citizens, to celebrities, to 

politicians—were perhaps partially facilitated by the pervasiveness of the media and 

technology in today’s political arena. The expression of concern from citizen participants 

came largely in the form of complaint; as a result, politicians were compelled to apologize. 
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This study will examine the theme of responsibility through analysis of the complaint-

apology adjacency pair; that is, the complaints voiced by citizens and the apologies offered 

by two key political figures in Katrina’s political discourse—Ray Nagin, mayor of New 

Orleans, LA and George W. Bush, President of the United States. Analysis of the complaint-

apology discourse structure should reveal how varying personal and public perspectives of 

political discourse participants affected their participation in the political discourse about 

Hurricane Katrina. 

1.2 Socio-Historical Context and Hurricane Katrina 

The gulf coast region of the United States has changed dramatically since the 

devastation of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita. Upon reflection on this devastation, it is 

important to consider the various aspects of the unique socio-historical context of this region 

which contributed in great measure to that devastation. The distinctive geographic, economic, 

social, racial, and residential histories played an integral role in the magnitude of the 

hurricanes’ impact. The Gulf Coast region consists of Texas, Louisiana, Mississippi, 

Alabama, and Florida. Water is an important natural resource as many rivers cross through 

the Gulf Coast, including the Mississippi River. Islands, peninsulas, bays and inlets are all 

common fixtures among these states. Due to the region’s location near the subtropical waters 

of the Gulf of Mexico, the area is prone to severe thunderstorms and hurricanes, often 

resulting in flooding. The severe risks associated with major storms and hurricanes have 

always been cause for increased concern, though citizens in the region have become 

accustomed to dealing with the threats in their own ways.  
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Figure 1. Gulf Coast Region 

The history of the Gulf Coast is just as unique as the geographical composition. The 

French and the Spanish were the first to settle the region and during the 19th century the Gulf 

coast became a popular destination due to the shipping lanes and sea ports that allowed for 

both national and international commerce. Perhaps the most important commerce conducted 

in the region as a result of its unique geographical features was slavery, which enabled the 

development of early industries such as sugar and cotton. As the civil war marked the 

‘official’ end of slavery, it severely damaged the economy in the South, giving rise to a 

pattern of poverty that became embedded in generations of communities. More recently, the 

region has regained economic stability through the oil and tourism industries, which have 

become prominent in the region’s growth and success.  

All of these characteristics are common to the major metropolitan areas of the Gulf 

Coast region. Although the entire region was affected by Hurricane Katrina, the most 

severely affected places were coastal Mississippi and New Orleans, LA, and in turn, these 

areas consumed most of the media attention. At this juncture, it is useful to focus this study 

in a similar way to continue to examine the socio-historical context of this event, as racial 

history and residential history might be more readily examined and illustrated in the specific 

context of a particular city—namely, New Orleans.  
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This city is arguably the prototypical example of how the various qualities of the 

region intersect in important ways. The city has the third lowest elevation in the country with 

much of its total surface area between one and ten feet below sea level. The city utilizes 

canals, dikes, levees, and floodwalls to accommodate its high water table (cit). The history of 

the Gulf coast region has also had a substantial impact on the racial and residential 

circumstances that have come to uniquely characterize New Orleans and the by extension, 

the region as a whole.  

The enormous success of the slave trade in the region resulted in a complex 

circumstance of race relations in the city. While race relations in 19th century Southern 

United States are characterized by racial discrimination and enslavement of people of African 

descent, Louisiana is noted for a very specific system of racial classification. Contrary to the 

“one drop” rule that defined racial ancestry in other parts of the country, Louisiana based its 

racial relations system on degrees of black and white ancestry with designations for one half, 

one fourth, one eighth and even one-sixteenth black ancestry. While those with larger 

proportions of white ancestry experienced better treatment and higher social status, persons 

of any black ancestry were still heavily discriminated against.  

Diane Spain explains how this unique racial classification system affected the 

residential patterns of the city. She asserts that the mixed residential arrangements that were 

characteristic of southern cities in the nineteenth century due to the need for black slaves or 

workers to live near their white owners were also prominent in New Orleans at the time 

(1979). Despite this, the unique and rigid caste system that existed in the city based on the 

blood mixture of race “defined social distance when physical distance was lacking” (Spain 

1979).  While civil rights in other southern cities may have worked towards integrating black 
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and white communities both socially and residentially, Spain observes that the civil rights 

movement in New Orleans resulted in less “patriarchal race relations but, paradoxically, 

greater residential segregation” (1979).   

Clearly the geographic and historic backgrounds of New Orleans and the Gulf Coast 

region are connected in important ways, as the landforms and waterways facilitated the 

growth of the slave trade, which contributed to the racial and residential relations described 

above. When these geographic, historic, and social forces interact with a natural disaster, 

these connections become even more important contextually because they determine how the 

impact of a disaster such as a hurricane is distributed. Hurricane Katrina illustrates how the 

interaction of these factors plays a significant role in the impact of a storm’s aftermath. 

Hurricane Katrina began as a tropical depression on August 23rd, 2005 and by August 

27th had progressed to a category 3 hurricane. The storm made landfall three times as it 

fluctuated in strength, reaching a category 5 status at its peak. In hindsight, preparations for 

the hurricane have been described as inadequate. Though warnings and evacuations did 

occur, they often neglected to account for the vast number of residents who would not be 

able to comply. As a result the elderly, disabled, and poor were left behind in large numbers 

to ride out the storm because they had little time and few resources to make other 

arrangements. Although the storm’s impact touched all of the Gulf Coast states and even 

other parts of the United States, Louisiana (specifically New Orleans) and coastal Mississippi 

suffered the worst destruction as measured by both fatalities and damage. The hurricane 

caused widespread flooding due to heavy rainfall and several breeches in levees—one among 

many factors contributing to a death toll of at least 1,836.   
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Figure 2. Hurricane Katrina Track 

The geographic configuration of the Gulf Coast, specifically the low elevation of 

New Orleans, Louisiana is the most obvious contributing factor to the impact of Hurricane 

Katrina from the socio-historical context of the region. The economic, social, racial, and 

residential histories also interact with this disaster in important ways. The oil and tourism 

industries that supported a large portion of the region are now suffering tremendous 

consequences from the destruction. Thirty of the region’s oil platforms were either damaged 

or destroyed and nine refineries were closed by Katrina. The vestiges of French and Spanish 

influence in architecture, culture, and food that attracted so many to New Orleans as tourists 

have also suffered a great deal. The contribution of economic, racial and residential factors to 

the impact of the storm is less straightforward, yet still deeply connected. The legacy of 

poverty that began with the Civil War remained a prominent condition in pre-Katrina New 
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Orleans.  It is clear that the financial inability of so many residents to evacuate the city likely 

contributed significantly to the death toll as well as to the chaos that ensued in the days and 

weeks following the storm. Intertwined very closely with issue of poverty are the race 

relations that Spain described more than two decades ago. This dynamic continued to impact 

the demographic and residential makeup of the city over the last twenty-five years, 

specifically through a phenomenon known as “white flight”, where upper and middle class 

white residents migrate out of predominantly minority inner city neighborhoods to suburbs. 

As a result, the 2005 census (two months before Katrina) reports that 67.25% of the city was 

African American. All of this is necessary to consider in the attempt to understand the nature 

of the populations that were impacted by the breeching of the levee systems and subsequent 

flooding of the city. The racial and residential dynamics of the area support the conclusions 

that many drew from media reports about who suffered the greatest devastation—a large 

proportion of the people affected by Hurricane Katrina were black.  The import of the socio-

historical context became increasingly apparent in the days following the storm through the 

discourses that grew from Hurricane Katrina. The political discourse examined here will 

reflect significance of these factors in understanding this event. 
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework and Review of Relevant Literature 

This study will draw upon Judith Irvine’s (1993) work on the discursive management 

of responsibility, Bahktin’s dialogicality and voice (1981), van Dijk’s (2001) notions of 

political discourse, Austin’s speech act theory (1962), Searle’s felicity conditions (1969), 

Brown and Levinson’s politeness theories (1987), and Olshtain and Cohen’s apology speech 

act set (1983) as a theoretical framework for analysis; in addition, I will adopt specific 

applications of these concepts from previous analyses to my own data. 

2.1 Discursive Construction of Responsibility 

As noted earlier, political discourse is perhaps most valuable for examining how 

responsibility was placed, as this took a prominent topical position in the political comments 

related to Katrina. Despite debate on how response to the hurricane occurred, why it 

happened the way that it did, and who was responsible, there seems to be some basic 

consensus that the response that occurred was inadequate. Hurricane survivors and fellow 

citizens took up their roles in the democratic processes of this country by voicing their 

dissatisfactions in the form of complaints, primarily voiced through the media. Compelled to 

reply, politicians at various levels and departments of government were asked and responded 

to the question of responsibility and usually, whether explicit or implicit, their answers 

included an apology. This ongoing exchange became focused on which level of government 

(local, state or federal) was primarily responsible for responding, and therefore had failed to 

sufficiently do so. The negotiation of responsibility through complaint and apology suggests 

that the politicians involved do acknowledge some degree of accountability, since they 

engage in the discourse by addressing the complaints with apology. In light of this, my 

research goals are to assess how responsibility is constructed by discourse and managed 
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through interaction. In other words, how does responsibility for the aftermath of Katrina take 

shape through complaint and apology? How and why are these discourse structures framed as 

they are? What roles do the “voices” of the citizens and the politicians play in the 

management of said responsibility? Finally, what are the implications of this socially 

constructed (rather than individually initiated) notion of responsibility in a context such as 

disaster?  

The ways in which participants construct responsibility discursively, then is of 

primary concern to this investigation. In a volume of articles entitled, “Responsibility and 

Evidence in Oral Discourse” Hill and Irvine note that responsibility derives “from an older 

notion of responsiveness, a quality of participation in dialogue”, though more recent 

developments of the idea move in other directions. Their collection suggests that the ‘quality 

of participation in dialogue’ is in fact a sense of responsibility that “must remain central” 

(1993). These scholars take part in a paradigm shift away from the individual as the “locus of 

meaning” and “toward more dialogic processes in which meanings are constructed in 

interactional processes” (Hill & Irvine 1993). For Hill and Irvine then, responsibility is not 

individually assessed and assigned; instead, it is constructed through the activities of socially 

situated participants, where individual agency interacts with the interpretation of events, 

establishment of facts, and expression of opinion done by other “voices”. Clearly, this 

approach draws upon “several intellectual ancestries” for support, calling upon the work of 

Austin’s and Searle’s work toward theorizing the agency of speakers through speech acts and 

Bakhtin’s work on dialogicality and voice.   

Judith T. Irvine explores the negotiation of responsibility for verbal insults in an 

African village. While her study’s goals diverge significantly from my own, she concludes 
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that the way that the offense is framed by a speaker has significant effects on how 

responsibility is perceived (Irvine 1993).  Jane Hill and Ofelia Zepeda build on Irvine’s 

conclusions in a way that is more relevant to this study. Their investigation of a woman’s 

management of responsibility in an account of troubling personal experience reveals that the 

woman diffuses her responsibility by using rhetorical devices that distribute accountability 

for her troubles. By using the constructed dialogue of others in her account of her troubles, 

the woman construct a “small society of people involved in the events she recounts”, making 

them “sociocentric, rather than egocentrically focused in [her] ‘own’ experience” (Hill and 

Zepeda 1993). This rhetorical device functions to distribute accountability away from the 

woman. Because the woman employs these rhetorical devices in the context of a narrative, 

they will likely differ from any used in this context. However the strategy of distribution of 

accountability in order to diffuse responsibility is one that is employed in the data for this 

study, though it is accomplished through other rhetorical means. With this framework for the 

management of responsibility in mind, it is important to place ourselves in the context of 

political discourse, which will be an important consideration in what kinds of rhetorical 

devices are used manage responsibility.  

2.2 Intertextuality of Political Discourse 

Before one can consider any politician’s relevant talk for analysis of responsibility, it 

is important to explore the nature of define what counts as political discourse—that is, what 

participants and contexts define a discourse as specifically political? The complexity of the 

answer derives perhaps from the ambiguity of the term political discourse itself, as it can be 

used accurately to describe the analysis of the discourse of those explicitly participating in 
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politics or the political approach to the analysis of any discourse (a more critical application 

of the term, as per CDA) (van Dijk; Wilson 2001).  

For the purposes of this study, van Dijk’s delimitations of political discourse are most 

useful. He suggests that a basic method of identifying political discourse is by its explicit 

participants, or to use his terms, authors or actors—that is, politicians. However he asserts 

that this definition alone is insufficient as it doesn’t reflect a fuller picture of all relevant 

participants in political discourse, “whether or not these are actively involved…or merely as 

recipients in one-way modes of communication” (13). This expansion requires the inclusion 

of people in specific roles that are involved in or relevant to political discourse such as 

citizens, voters, members of lobbying groups, demonstrators and dissidents, but may not be 

the authors or actors of political action. 

This definition suggests that intertextuality may be an important phenomenon in 

political discourse. Intertextuality, a term borrowed from the study of literature and other art 

forms, is a notion introduced to language study by Norman Fairclough, which concerns the 

“borrowing from one genre of discourse to another” (Cameron 2001). Because van Dijk 

includes people in specific roles that are involved in or relevant to political discourse such as 

citizens, voters, demonstrators, etc. in his definition of legitimate political discourse 

participants, one must consider the possibility that roles that these participants assume, which 

are not involved in or relevant to political discourse are impacting their political 

participation. Fairclough hints at this possibility by noting that increasingly pronounced 

social difference, or “the salience of particular social identities” (such as women, 

homosexuals, or ethnic groups), is a critical part of recent transformations in social life. 

Citing politics as an example, he describes how traditional class-based politics has primarily 
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“given way to political struggles based around the interests and identities of such particular 

groups” (Fairclough 2003). This imposing of other social ‘texts’ onto political discourse is 

significant for studies analyzing political discourse that derives from a social occurrence, 

such as this one. One might even consider the embedding of the initial discourse regarding 

Hurricane Katrina about natural disaster into a larger socio-political discourse driven by other 

themes as further evidence of this kind occurrence. 

van Dijk goes further to define political discourse by limiting the contributions of 

these actors and other relevant parties to political discourse to occasions when they are 

participating in political actions “such as governing, ruling, legislating, protesting, dissenting, 

or voting” as opposed to some personal or unofficial, or “off the record” discourse about 

politics (14).  

In considering participant contributions from this political discourse data, it will be 

valuable to notice how they frame their contributions—that is what mental representations of 

the subject or topic at hand are being invoked by the contributor’s participation (Fairclough 

2001). In the same vein, one should also be aware of the ‘voices’ that participants are 

adopting as part of those frames. I use Bahktin’s concept of ‘voice’ in the manner that 

Fariclough (2003) does, where he describes his usage as “similar to the way I use the term 

‘style’ meaning ways of being, or identities in their linguistic and more broadly semiotic 

aspects”. This interpretation of the term allows for “focus on the co-presence in texts of the 

‘voices’ of particular individuals”, which is essential to this analysis.  

Finally, in his characterization of political discourse, van Dijk takes into account the 

broader context of the discourse that is defined as political, noting that participants and 

actions are the core of this context, but it is also defined by “political…event and encounter, 
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settings (time, place, circumstance), occasions, intentions, functions, goals, and legal or 

political implications” (14). In summary, van Dijk defines political discourse as talk and text, 

which is done by the authors and actors of politics, in combination with other people in their 

relevant political roles who are engaged in political action, in some political context. Using 

this definition of political discourse, I will include both politicians, media members (as 

interviewers), and the members of the public taking on various political roles in my analysis. 

Combining these defining limitations of political discourse with other theoretical concepts 

relevant to political discourse and essential to the dialogical construction of responsibility 

that I’m implementing lays the groundwork for a close examination of the discourse 

structures that I aim to analyze.  

2.3 Speech Act Theory: Complaint and Apology 

Given a better understanding of who is included in my examination of political 

discourse, it is appropriate now to refocus attention first on speech acts, the discourse 

structures being examined in this context, then more specifically on the ones relevant to this 

study—the complaint-apology adjacency pair. What is now known as the speech act theory is 

a discursive concept first introduced by language philosopher John Austin (1962), which 

theorizes communicative action, saying that “linguistic expressions have the capacity to 

perform certain kinds of communicative acts, such as making statements, asking questions, 

giving directions, apologizing, thanking and so on” (van Dijk 1997). Austin’s work also 

noted that utterances that are considered speech acts need to meet certain contextual 

conditions called felicity conditions (van Dijk 1997).  John Searle (1969; 1975) built on 

Austin’s theories by further “classifying types of speech acts and systematizing the nature of 

the felicity conditions needed for the performance of different speech acts” (van Dijk 1997). 
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He also developed understanding of indirect speech acts.  This theoretical groundwork has 

led to an extensive body of research on several kinds of speech acts and the felicity 

conditions under which they must occur.  

As the speech act that, in some scenarios, precedes apology, the complaint is an 

important consideration in the management of responsibility. Elami-Rasekh notes that 

“expressing complaint is one of the essential functions of language” and he considers 

reacting to complaints appropriately an even more important ability because together they are 

important factors in “successful communication and maintaining social relationships (2004). 

Wierzbecka (1991) describes complaint as a verbal, fully intentional action which indicates 

“something bad happened to the speaker” (Elami-Rasekh 2004). Given that the person to 

whom one makes a complaint (the offender) considers the complainer as having a right to the 

complaint, apology is the most common verbal reaction. Jeffrey Robinson (2004), who has 

studied the sequential adjacency pair organization of apology, remarks that apology often 

initiates first parts of adjacency pair sequences; however, when it does not, one option is that 

apologies can be “conditionally relevant second parts of certain adjacency paired actions (e.g. 

complaints)” (Robinson 2004). Although the apology is primary in cases such as this, a 

response is not conditionally relevant.  

The nature of the complaint requires that researchers studying the strategies used by 

speakers reacting to complaints take Brown and Levinson’s (1987) notion of face work into 

account in terms of “the protection of the complainer’s negative face and the protection of 

[the person who is apologizing]’s positive face” (Eslami-Rasekh 2004). The complainer’s 

desire not to be imposed upon, or his or her negative face, has been threatened by the offense. 

However, the offender (and assumedly the speaker reacting to the complaint) is facing threat 
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of his or her positive face, or his desire to be liked and approved of by others. The 

management of these threats in the complaint-apology exchange could be critical factors in 

determining how offender’s will apologize and how the offended will receive that apology. 

A large body of research has been done on the apology as a speech act over the past 

two decades. In fact, excluding requests, apologies have produced the largest body of speech 

act research (Harris, Grainger, Mullany 2006). The things that people say when they 

apologize has been the subject of most of this literature (Barnlund & Yoshioka, 1990; Blum-

Kulka, House, and Kasper, 1989a; Olshtain, 1983; Olshtain and Cohen, 1983; Schlenker & 

Darby, 1981; Trosburg, 1987), with the most comprehensive analysis having been achieved 

through the Cross-Cultural Speech Acts Realization Project, which was cofounded by Blum-

Kulka and Olshtain in 1984 (Scher and Darley 1996). The CCSARP has offered five 

strategies that can be used to apologize: 1) and illocutionary force indicating device (I’m 

sorry; I apologize), 2) and explanation or account of the offense, 3) an expression of the 

apologizer’s responsibility for the offense, 4) an offer to repair, and 5) a promise of 

forbearance, composing the ‘apology speech act set’ (Scher & Darley 1997). Other subsets of 

apology literature and reviews of such research have varying foci regarding the role of 

apology in communicating awareness and acceptance of offensive behavior, a goal essential 

to the maintenance of social harmony (Robinson 2001).  

One important subset of apology literature that is particularly relevant to this 

investigation is research concerning the effectiveness of apologies in correcting the negative 

effects of an offense. Kramer Moore and Moore’s 2003 article outlines seven types of 

apology, noting among (other things) how each apology suggests the degree of regret 

involved and how the apology can be perceived by the hearer. Similarly, Scher and Darley 
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investigate how each of the apology speech act set’s 5 apology strategies has a distinct effect 

on judgments made about the speaker and the apology (1997). My study may contribute to 

other work in this subset (Darby & Schlenker 1982, 1989; Givens, Mills, Smith and Stack, 

1994; Obuchie, Kameda, Agarie, 1989; Scher & Huff, 1991) by suggesting how varying 

types of apology might correct an offense of a public, rather than interpersonal nature. 

  Meier’s 1998 review of apology literature assesses the goals and results of apology 

research, drawing several insightful conclusions. Research on apology has typically been 

concentrated on informal situations involving the interpersonal and interactive behavior of 

individuals, where one person has violated a norm usually associated with impoliteness or 

rudeness. There is relatively little work on apology in the public discursive contexts. She also 

finds a wide range of taxonomic categories that characterize apology across various studies, 

suggesting that how apology is defined is largely contingent upon disciplinary perspective, 

and emphasis and scope of a particular study. Meier finds the same kind of variation in 

elicitation methods, many of which involve simulation, offering some explanation of the 

variation in defining apology and also posing some concern regarding how simulated (rather 

than natural) language data affects results. Finally Meier notes that much of apology research 

is heavily influenced by politeness theory, more specifically, Brown and Levinson’s 1987 

notion of ‘face’. This can perhaps be attributed to the tendency of the research to focus on 

interpersonal contexts which may further emphasize “face-needs”. This study may be 

relevant to the importance of the disciplinary focus which Meier seems to take notice of 

when studying apology, as my results can be just as useful in political science as in discourse 

analysis. 
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Other thorough discussions of apology include Robin Lakoff’s 2001 discussion of the 

interdisciplinary nature of studies on apology. Lakoff, however, takes on a different focus 

than Meier, by describing how apology can be fruitfully analyzed from many different levels 

of language study. Of particular relevance to this study, she outlines some important 

presuppositions for the semantic content of a felicitous apology:   

• Presuppositions  

– X is bad for addressee 

– Speaker regrets X 

– Speaker will not do X again 

– Speaker is responsible for X 

– Speaker could have done something other than X 

• Assertion 

– Speaker uses speech act verb, putting speaker one-down 

While these conditions seem similar to the CCSARP’s apology speech act set, they differ in 

an important way because they establish the semantic circumstances necessary for any of the 

CCSARP’s strategies to be used for apology to be successful.  

These reviews provide a useful foundation for further research in apology, they are 

typically written under the assumption that the complaints and apologies are occurring 

primarily in private discourse. Nevertheless, they serve as a basis for comparison with 

political apologies, which are more recent considerations in the research literature. 

2.4 Political Apologies 

While the literature on political apologies is more recent than other kinds of 

investigations, relatively early studies indicate that the significance of apology in political 
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discourse is not an entirely new consideration. In 1990 Adina Abadi studied data from Israeli 

politics in the mid 1980’s. The conclusions of the study suggest that forced apologies and 

negotiations of apologies that are acceptable to both the public and politicians increase the 

likelihood of an insincere apology to a probability greater than that of other areas of 

discourse. To come to this conclusion, Abadi constructed a binary model of the apology 

speech act which begins by assessing the degree of responsibility to be taken and ends with 

either an implicit or explicit apology. This early characterization of apology demonstrates 

that the degree of responsibility accepted correlates directly to how the apology is 

constructed discursively. 

More recently, Harris, Grainger and Mullany contributed to the body of apology 

literature by participating in this more recent focus on apologies that occur in public 

discourse, specifically political apologies. While they note the utility of the previous work 

done on apology as a foundation, their data on political apologies reflects some significant 

distinctions between the bulk of apology literature and the salient characteristics of the 

political apology. Some of these distinctions can be explained by a basic difference in the 

data sources; where, political apologies are largely within the domain of public discourse; 

much of previous apology research has been conducted within the domain of private 

discourse in typically informal and interpersonal contexts. It seems to be this major 

distinction between public and private discourse (along with the constraints and demands of 

the political context) that accounts for (both directly and indirectly) others of the factors that 

mark political apology as a speech act.  

These researchers preface their analysis with four other distinguishing characteristics 

of political apologies, as they’ve observed them from their data: 1) the political apology is 
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natural language, occurring in the public domain, and is therefore highly mediated, 2) 

political apologies are often caused by (and continue to generate) “conflict and controversy”, 

3) “both an explicit illocutionary force indicating device and… the acceptance of 

accountability and/or blame for the ‘offense’ by the apologizer [are] crucial component parts 

of political apologies in order for the media and viewers to perceive them clearly as valid 

apologies”, and 4) rarely does a political apology contain some explicit form of absolution 

because “they are highly mediated and usually involve substantial differences in status and 

power between the apologizer and the ‘victim’” (2006). Given these preliminary distinctions, 

Harris, Grainger and Mullany’s analysis seeks to explain the particular social and contextual 

factors, forms and strategic functions that inform political apologies and to illustrate the 

defining characteristics they’ve observed.  In doing so, they organize their discussion of the 

illustrative apologies according to the relative seriousness of the offense. Harris, Grainger 

and Mullany assert that the nature of the offenses that precipitate political apologies cannot 

be accurately characterized by lapses in politeness, as they often are in the bulk of apology 

research. The typical “magnitude of the act(s) which generate many of the most widely 

debated and controversial political apologies” cannot adequately be described as “impolite” 

and requires that they be categorized by “the relative seriousness of the act involved and, as a 

consequence, the level of significance it subsequently acquires for both the public and the 

politician” (2006). Their subsequent discussion illustrates the range of these categories along 

a continuum of ‘seriousness’ through analysis of several political offenses and apologies 

from politicians in the United Kingdom (2006).  

This analysis seeks to follow the Harris, Grainger, and Mullany model for comparing 

the political apologies that occur within the political discourse about Hurricane Katrina. It 
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will also test the assumptions and assertions that these researchers make about the observed 

nature of political apologies. My data deviates from this model in that each apology speech 

act that is examined, derives from the same natural, social and political circumstances 

(Hurricane Katrina); whereas the Harris, Grainger and Mullany data are drawn from a variety 

of natural social and political contexts. However it is my aim, that this relationship between 

the data sources will allow for some measure of coherence in my analysis, in order to draw 

larger conclusions about the Hurricane Katrina as a natural disaster as well as a social and 

political event.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology and Data/Results 

3.1 Methods 

 The source of data for this analysis consists of transcripts of news programs, media 

interviews and publicly mediated political speeches involving relevant politicians. Each 

politician was selected due to his or her representation of local, state, and federal levels of 

government, as measured by his or her official position title (mayor, governor, president) as 

well as the common public perception of those roles and the people in them as representative 

of their respective levels of government. The choice to select politicians by this method 

derives from and reflects the distinctions that are salient in the discourse about responsibility 

and response to Hurricane Katrina.  

The transcripts were collected using the LexusNexus Academic Database. Searches 

were drawn from the “News” Academic Search Form and were narrowed by the date range 

August 29, 2005-September 15, 2006. Keywords included the names of specific politicians, 

“apology”, “hurricane”, “Katrina”, “Hurricane Katrina” and “response”. If transcripts of 

news programs referred to a potentially relevant media interview or political speech, I 

searched for the actual transcript of that particular interview or speech, preferring direct data 

over reported data. Transcripts, interviews and speeches were filtered and chosen to print 

based on relevant headlines and substantial focus on the relevant topics. Documents were 

screened individually for passages of discursive data with content relating to the theme of 

responsibility and/or containing a political offense and the subsequent apology. All 

documents deemed appropriate to the focus of this study were chosen for analysis. These 

data were analyzed based on the following criteria: function of the utterance as apology and 
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form that the apology takes, syntax construction of utterance, semantic content of lexical 

choice, and pragmatic management.  

The data tokens are extracted below and organized as follows. Passages taken for 

close analysis are set apart and bolded. Further supplement to the data extractions can be 

found in corresponding appendices, which include a direct link to the document in its 

entirety, and a larger extraction from the document for context. Lines of the context 

extraction are numbered at increments of five for easy reference. 

3.2 Presentation of Data/Results 

Results of Data: Complaint 

The possibilities for this structure are enormous given the potential avenues for 

participating in political discourse. While citizens had typical access to television, radio, and 

newspaper media to make comments, they also had access to internet mediums such as polls, 

blogs, chat rooms, and message boards as venues to voice their complaints. The scope of this 

study cannot accommodate a full exploration of the range of complaint data available 

regarding the government’s response to Hurricane Katrina. My aim here, is to sample the 

range of mediums through which complaint was made, the ‘voices’ making the complaints, 

and analyze the strategies used to frame the complaints.  

 One of the most common ways that average citizens could engage in the discourse 

about responsibility was through public opinion polls. Created by media stations, private 

organizations, and even sometimes regular citizens, these polls provided a place to express 

opinion, with very little effort discursive effort on the part of the participant. The data listed 

below is an excerpt from a CBS News Poll taken on September 8, 2005, just days after the 

storm hit. 
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Complaint 1: Polls (see appendix 3a) 

BUSH'S RESPONSE TO KATRINA WAS…  

Too quick  

1%  

Too slow  

65%  

About the right speed  

32%  

Large majorities think the federal government, FEMA, and Louisiana's state and local government all could have 

performed better in Katrina's wake.  

WAS THE RESPONSE TO KATRINA ADEQUATE?  

Federal government  

Yes  

20%  

No  

77%  

FEMA  

Yes  

24%  

No  

70%  

State and local government  

Yes  

24%  

No  

70%  

The format of these ‘complaints’ is essential to their analysis. While the answers 

content of the poll satisfies Wierzbecka’s simple definition of the complaint, as the content is 

expressed (partially) verbally, and is intentional, given the assumption that respondents 

completed the poll voluntarily. There is also a clear sense that ‘something wrong has 



 

  

24

happened’. Despite this, the poll, as a format to complain, has severe limitations due to its 

form. The ‘voices’ engaging in the discourse are almost completely masked. There is no 

indication of the ‘ways of being’ or the ‘identities’ that Fairclough refers to with this concept, 

or no indication of the roles, other than the political ones they are exercising, that these 

people adopt in their daily lives.  Instead, the poll defines the identities through the 

answers—yes or no—and only allows for numerical comparisons between the groups based 

on those answers.  

 Similarly, the poll serves as the framing device for the complaints as well. Poll 

respondents are given typical binary choices, with the only alternative option being to 

indicate uncertainty. While it is clear that for many questions, respondents are evaluating the 

government negatively, there is no suggestion about why they have chosen this evaluation, or 

what specific mistakes motivate their choice. The poll takers have chosen the specificity, 

tone, and referents of the questions and therefore are in control of the subjects and images 

evoked by them.  

Complaint 2: Message Board 

This data represents another venue for complaint, which again, many average citizens 

had access to and chose to use to voice complaint. Online message boards quickly became 

not only a sounding board for those sharing strong feelings, but also a tool used to find 

missing family members and identify their own safety to those searching for them. The data 

below has been extracted from a message board site specifically designed for complaining 

about issues related to Katrina. The site describes itself as having “only one purpose, to allow 

citizens of this great state to post complaints regarding their plight homes built, businesses 
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back up, and lives back in order” (cite). This comment is listed under a thread entitled 

“Responsibility” 

http://katrinacomplaints.com/forums/thread/13.aspx 

The Army Corps of Engineers must be held accountable for the damage to large portions of 

the city of New Orleans. They have admitted fault in the construction of the levee system in 

their own recently released 6,000 page report. It is time for the federal government to replace 

what they have damaged. The Community Development Block Grants being offered by the 

Louisiana Recovery Authority, funded by Congress and the American people, do not come 

close to repairing what was destroyed. It is time for the United States to stand up and face the 

music. Fix what broke (the levees) but at the same time, restore the devastation that resulted 

from your mistakes. 

Posted by: chickenjackie on 6-08-06 11:23am 

 This message also qualifies as a complaint as defined by Wierzbecka, however, it 

contrasts sharply with the previous complaint. The range of possible participants is 

comparable to those who participated in polls. However, this format allows for much more 

agency in framing the discourse that takes place. The purpose and structure of the site does 

provide some guidelines which frame the discourse. The title of the site specifically calls for 

complaints, which immediately elicits the negative responses that people wish to share. In 

addition, the boards are organized by subtopics which further define the topics that are being 

drawn upon (insurance, unemployed, contractor hell, etc). Despite this framing done through 

the medium, the actual postings have the freedom to further direct how the subject is being 

represented by the participants. 
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 In this posting, the participant directs her complaints at specific targets, the Army 

Corp of Engineers, the federal government, and the United States and frames her 

contribution, not only as a complaint, but a directive for future action. She describes not only 

what bad thing has happened, but asserts suggests what should be done to repair the damage. 

She even ends her talk with an imperative, to “fix” the levees and “restore” devastation. 

While the ‘voice’ that chickenjackie uses does not identify her with any particular social 

group, it is useful to note that her screename does identify her to some degree as an 

individual, therefore we can attribute her comments to an individual person.  

Complaint 3: Protest 

 A less common form of complaint occurs when average citizens make strides to 

communicate directly with governmental officials, often attempting to be seen as well as 

heard. These citizens are typically classified as protesters or demonstrators. In comparison to 

the first two methods of complaint, this format requires much more effort on the part of the 

discourse participant. Often citizens desire to be seen as well as heard necessitates travel and 

other arrangements and often draw media attention. The data presented below is drawn from 

a National Public Radio interview with a citizen who uses this strategy for complaint about 

his plight regarding Katrina recovery. 

Sound link: 

http://www.npr.org/templates/dmg/popup.php?id=5696524&type=1&date=23-Aug-

2006&au=1&pid=42622532&random=1632023576&guid=000DBED81A58063A719CBE6

761626364&uaType=WM&aaType=RM,WM&upf=Win32&topicName=News&subtopicNa

me=Katrina___Recovery&prgCode=DAY&hubId=-1&thingId=5696523&mtype=WM 

Article link: 
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http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=5696523 

 This citizen complaining in this data was left homeless by Hurricane Katrina and 

chose to voice his complaint by towing his FEMA trailer to Washington, DC, to “take his 

complaints about the pace of rebuilding to the White House”. While he was there, he was 

able to have a meeting with President Bush. While a transcript of their meeting is not 

available. President Bush summarized their exchange by revealing that Mr. Vaccarella 

wanted him to know that “people down there are still hurting”. Mr. Vacarella’s description of 

his meeting confirmed that he would be lying if he didn’t relay that “lots of people are still 

hurting” and revealed that he wanted Mr. Bush to “pick up the recovery period”. This data 

does indeed qualify as a complaint as it is verbal, intentional, and expresses that “something 

bad happened”. In comparison to the last two pieces of data, this complainer has much more 

control over framing his complaint as well as the ‘voice’ that he uses to engage in the 

discourse. The complainer is very clearly invoking specific mental images by having towed 

his trailer to the White House. Since we associate that image with those displaced by the 

storm, he is framing himself as a homeless storm victim. The identity that he draws upon 

through his voice is that of a representative of others like him by speaking for others who 

“are still hurting” and asking on his own and their behalf, for the President to “pick up the 

recovery”. Similarly to the last data extraction, he is both complaining and suggesting action 

for repair. 

Complaint 4: Celebrity Complaint (see appendix 3b) 

 The final sample of the range of complaints to be included in this survey will be those 

voiced by citizens with more than ‘average’ notoriety. Commonly referred to as celebrities, 
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the participation of these citizens in social and political discourse is significant because they 

have greater access, resources, and social status, increasing the likelihood that their 

complaints will be acknowledged and responded to. A large number of celebrities chose to 

use their status in order to complain on behalf of the storm victims. A sample of those 

complaints are listed below: 

Rapper, Kanye West, co-hosting a one hour charity special: 

“I hate the way they portray us in the media. You see a black family, it says, "They're 

looting." You see a white family, it says, "They're looking for food." And, you know, it's 

been five days [waiting for federal help] because most of the people are black. And even for 

me to complain about it, I would be a hypocrite because I've tried to turn away from the TV 

because it's too hard to watch. I've even been shopping before even giving a donation, so now 

I'm calling my business manager right now to see what is the biggest amount I can give, and 

just to imagine if I was down there, and those are my people down there. So anybody out 

there that wants to do anything that we can help -- with the way America is set up to help the 

poor, the black people, the less well-off, as slow as possible. I mean, the Red Cross is doing 

everything they can. We already realize a lot of people that could help are at war right now, 

fighting another way -- and they've given them permission to go down and shoot us!” 

… 

West: George Bush doesn't care about black people!
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Figure 3. Looters 
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Figure 4. Finders 

Rapper, Chuck D, song lyrics We Ain’t Alright! 

"This Ain't No TV Show" 

Hell No We Ain't Alright 

By CHUCK D. 

New Orleans in the morning, afternoon, and night 

Hell No We Ain't Alright 

Now all these press conferences breaking news alerts 

This just in while your government looks for a war to win 
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Flames from the blame game, names? Where do I begin? 

Walls closing in get some help to my kin 

Who cares? While the rest of the Bushnation stares 

As the drama unfolds as we the people under the stairs 

 These two excerpts represent a host of celebrities who spoke out to complain 

regarding the response to Katrina. While these complaints both come from rappers, a wide 

range of social and cultural perspectives are represented by the celebrities who engaged in 

the discourse. Again, this kind of participation demonstrates a significant amount of intention 

and effort, as compared to methods such as polls and message boards. The attention that their 

comments will draw as a result of their celebrity status is likely that part of the motivating 

factor for many of these citizens. However, that attention also attracts increased response and 

criticism, making it an arguably risky endeavor. Nevertheless, West’s comments and Chuck 

D’s lyrics make a clear statement that something bad has happened.  

 Celebrity comments are framed by various mental representations of the aftermath 

and its causes. However, there do seem to be some trends in how celebrities choose to frame 

their complaints. Many minority celebrities, particularly musicians, framed their complaint 

about the lack of adequate response as a consequence of racism, as Kanye West’s strong 

comments demonstrate. Other musicians taking this stance included Chuck D., Flava Flav, 

and Lil Wayne. Many other celebrities seemed to frame their complaints as the result of 

poverty. Perhaps the juxtaposition of their own privilege and influence with the lack thereof 

demonstrated by the storm facilitated this interpretation of the events. In any case, the 
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‘voices’ that they assume seem to reflect distinctly reflect their social and political stances, 

which is significant because their contributions are directly attributable to them and highly 

publicized. 

Results of Data: George W. Bush, President (federal government) 

 The first political actor to be examined in this study is George W. Bush, the current 

president of the United States of America. Bush is included in this analysis because he is 

widely perceived as not only the leader of the nation in general, but also as the head of the 

federal level of government. In addition to the fact that he would be considered the logical 

spokesperson for this governing body, the widespread discontent with the federal government 

was initially aimed primarily at the president in reaction to his apparently slow personal 

response to the storm’s events, as he was on vacation during the onset of the storm and made 

several previously scheduled public appearances before touring the region to inspect the 

damage. These characteristics make him both a rational and interesting choice for the 

analysis of political discourse about Hurricane Katrina. 

          The results of data searches for President Bush’s political discourse about Hurricane 

Katrina show that he responded to the issue of responsibility on three separate occasions, 

which impressionistically, seem very similar. These utterances were intended to function as 

an apology and were perceived as such, as measured by other headlines which read: 

“Presidential Apology: Bush Takes Responsibility for Hurricane Failures”. This particular 

headline appeared on September 13, 2005, the same day that the first extraction of data 

occurred. 

 Data Set: George W. Bush, President (federal government) 
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1. “Katrina exposed serious problems in our response capability at all levels of 

government, and to the extent that the federal government didn’t do its job 

right, I take responsibility.” 9/13/2005  

2. “Four years after the frightening experience of September 11th, 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 and for the solution.” 9/15/2005 

3. “But as your broadcasters accurately noted, the federal government and 

other levels of government fell down on the job…I mean, to the extent that 

the federal government was ineffective, I’m responsible. And I understand 

that.” 12/12/05 

Form 

           Comparison of these three utterances reveals that they are very similar in form. In 

each case, Bush avoids using explicit apology verbs such as “sorry” or “apologize” despite 

his apparent intention for it to be perceived as an apology. His syntactic construction is also 

parallel across the three utterances. In these apologies, since there is no explicit speech act 

verb, the phrase that contains the speaker’s acceptance of responsibility is perhaps, the most 

reasonable place to locate the apology. Bush’s apologies always place the clause containing 

the implied apology at the end of the syntactic construction, in a subordinate clause. 

Referring back to extractions 1, 2, and 3, of President Bush’s apologies, the phrases “I am 

responsible” or “I take responsibility” are, in fact, located in the very last clause of the 

sentence in which they appear. Placing the significant portion of the apology at the end of the 

syntactic construction makes this information less salient by backgrounding it to other 



 

  

34

information in the sentence. It also distances the speaker and his agency, from the apology as 

much as possible.  

 In addition to the location of the apology in subordinate clauses, Bush’s data also 

reflects a tendency to use intransitive verbs. In data extraction 2, the sentence containing the 

apology uses the main verb fail, intransitively followed by a prepositional phrase and another 

clause. Similarly, in data extraction 3, the sentence containing the apology uses the main verb 

fell, intransitively, followed by a preposition and a prepositional phrase. As a result, these 

verbs do not have an object to receive the action of the subject. In other words, it does not 

explicitly describe who the government failed or who is affected by the government falling 

down on the job. This verb phrase construction masks the object that is being acted upon, 

which in this case, could be considered to be the gulf coast community, as the victims of 

Hurricane Katrina. As a result, impact of the action on the gulf coast community is disguised 

and made less important. 

Meaning 

  The semantic content of Bush’s series of apologies also presents interesting trends. In 

each case, the “apology” is, in fact, the acceptance of responsibility (one of the 

presuppositions of a felicitous apology), rather than an assertion using the speech act verb, as 

noted earlier. Additionally, he does make an offer of reparation in lines 24-28 of the second 

contextual data extraction, where he specifies the actions that he and the federal government 

have taken to restore the affected communities to good condition. What is more interesting to 

note however, are the other contextual utterances which, in function seem to negate his 

attempt at apology. For example, in lines 11-13 of the second contextual data extraction, 

Bush describes the extenuating nature of the circumstances of the hurricane and response 
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efforts. In lines 12-13, he excuses the inadequate nature of the response due to the 

extraordinary nature of the hurricane, saying in effect, that the inadequate response is a 

function of the exceptional nature of the hurricane rather than the shortfalls of the 

government. An excuse by its nature, denies responsibility based on some other 

circumstance. This statement then contradicts his ensuing apology. Finally, the data collected 

alludes to problems with the pragmatic management of President Bush’s apologies. Although 

these utterances are reported as apologies as evidenced by headlines such as the one 

mentioned earlier, the repetition of almost identical utterances to fulfill this apology function 

suggests that the President’s addressees (presumably, the gulf coast community and the 

nation at large) have not acknowledged this talk as apologies. 

Results and Analysis of Data Set 2a: Ray Nagin, Mayor of New Orleans, LA (local 

government) 

The second political actor to be considered in this analysis is Ray Nagin, the Mayor 

of New Orleans, Louisiana. Similarly to the impetus for the inclusion of George W. Bush, 

Ray Nagin is widely considered the representative of the local government of New Orleans, 

Louisiana (and by extension, he comes to represent ‘local government’ in references to 

Katrina in general). Nagin’s contributions to the political discourse of Hurricane Katrina are 

significant partially as a result of the specific criticism that was directed at him for his 

broadly perceived incompetence regarding the timing and logistics of evacuations of New 

Orleans. In addition, Nagin also made a number of offensive remarks (for which he 

subsequently issues apologies) tangentially related to Katrina while speaking in his political 

role as Mayor. This divergence in the nature of Nagin’s “offense(s)” provides a wealth of 



 

  

36

data for analysis. His role as a representative of local governmental responsibility as well as 

the notable divergence in the trends from George Bush’s data make Nagin’s participation in 

the political discourse concerning Hurricane Katrina ripe for analysis. 

The theme of responsibility and offer of political apology took two divergent paths in 

the data searches for Ray Nagin’s discourse about Hurricane Katrina. As did many other 

political and agency officials, Nagin had to answer to questions of responsibility for the poor 

response to the aftermath of the storm; however, Nagin also had to take responsibility and 

apologize for his offensive words at various occasions during the unfolding of these events. 

While this sort of responsibility and these subsequent apologies are not the focus of this 

analysis, they provide an informative basis for comparison against Nagin’s apology for 

response to the storm and they also supply a fuller context for the analysis of his acceptance 

of responsibility. 

To begin, I’ll briefly address the apologies he makes for three comments that were 

not well received.  

Data Set 2a: Ray Nagin, Mayor of New Orleans, LA (local government) 

Offense 1 

• I don't want to see anybody do anymore goddamn press conferences. Put a 

moratorium on press conferences. Don't do another press conference until the 

resources are in this city. And then come down to this city and stand with us 

when there are military trucks and troops that we can't even count. 
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Don't tell me 40,000 people are coming here. They're not here. It's too doggone 

late. Now get off your asses and do something, and let's fix the biggest goddamn 

crisis in the history of this country. 

Apology 1 

• And if I said anything disrespectful to the office of the president or the governor, 

I apologize. 

Offense 2 

• This city will be chocolate at the end of the day. This city will be a majority 

African-American city. It's the way God wants it to be. You can't have New 

Orleans no other way; it wouldn't be New Orleans. 9/17/06 

Apology 2 

• COOPER: All right. "Chocolate city." What were you thinking?  

NAGIN: You know what, man? You know, I have thought about this and 

thought about this a long time. You know, I'm African-American, OK? Just to 

kind of put that out there. It's part of our culture to talk about chocolate cities. 

You know, D.C. was the first chocolate city that ever came on the map, Newark, 

Detroit, New Orleans. So, for me, the vernacular of saying chocolate city was not 

a big deal. I have used that in speeches for three-and-a-half years now. And I 

have even used it on Capitol Hill. So, I didn't really think it was a big deal. 

… 
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NAGIN: … You know, if I had to do it over again, I would do it differently. 

Offense & Apology 3 

• MR. NAGIN: That’s all right. You guys in New York City can’t get a hole in the 

ground fixed. And it’s five years later. So let’s be fair. 

• MR NAGIN : I—Tim, I am very sorry for that because I have seen death in my 

own city. And New York and New Orleans has a special relationship. 

Form 

For two of the three apologies for these “offenses” (as they were widely perceived), 

Nagin gave explicit apologies containing the speech act verb “sorry” or “apologize” 

(apologies for extractions 1 and 3). The syntactic construction of data extractions 1 and 3 are 

fairly simple, each consisting of one independent and one dependant clause; although 

extraction 1 shows the apology is in the subordinate clause. The simple and explicit 

construction of the apologies suggests that Nagin accepts accountability for the offenses 

without mitigating or distributing ownership of responsibility for the offenses. 

Meaning 

 In terms of their semantic content extractions 1and 3 parallel each other again as each 

contains an explanation followed by the explicit apology. In lines 5-6 of the first extraction, 

Nagin explains that his words were not characteristic of his usual behavior and implies that 

his options were limited by asking “What would you have done [if you were in my shoes]?” 

Similarly, in lines 18-28 of data extraction 3, Nagin explains the context within which he 
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believes his comment should be interpreted, feeling that this explanation is absent from the 

current interpretation of his comment. Still, he goes on to apologize for the words he chose to 

make his point.  In terms of the pragmatic management, it seems apparent that these 

utterances were presented as apologies and Harris, Grainger, and Mullany’s analysis would 

lead us to believe that they can be accepted as such because of the explicit use of the 

illocutionary force indicating device (speech act verb), which, according to these researchers, 

is essential to a felicitous political apology.  

  By contrast, Nagin’s comments with respect to his “chocolate city” remark that many 

found offensive does not contain an explicit speech act verb.  In the second data extraction 

Nagin begins to address his responsibility for his “chocolate city” comment by justifying his 

choice of words, saying that they have a vernacular, cultural context (which we can infer was 

appropriate for this speech which took place during the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 

holiday) and that he has used them before in political contexts, therefore leading him to 

conclude in line 8, “I didn’t really think it was a big deal”. We can extend this conclusion to 

the end of this extraction, where instead of giving an explicit apology, Nagin expresses regret 

for his choice of words by acknowledging the availability of other options from which he 

could have chosen differently. This analysis calls into question whether Nagin intended for 

this talk to be construed as an apology and therefore whether or not it was perceived as one 

by the public.  

Results and Analysis of Data Set 2b: Ray Nagin, Mayor of New Orleans, LA (local 

government) 

  In response to the question of his responsibility for the poor response to the aftermath 

of Hurricane Katrina, Nagin admits that he has made several mistakes. In the portion of the 
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interview extracted above, he acknowledges and accepts responsibility for three specific 

mistakes and gives detailed descriptions of what the mistake was, why he regretted it, and 

what he could have done (or will do in a similar future circumstance) in lines 24-61. 

 

Data Set: Ray Nagin, Mayor of New Orleans, LA (local government) 

 

Data Set 2b: Responsibility for Inadequate Response to Hurricane Katrina 

• COOPER: It's been now a couple of months. Have you -- as you have looked 

back and reassessed, were there other mistakes, specific things that you did you 

feel that...  

(CROSSTALK)  

NAGIN: Absolutely. 

There's three things that I would do totally differently now 

… 

COOPER: You're the only elected official up to now who has actually said that 

they made mistakes, that -- and actually named a -- two specific things that they 

have done.  

Are you aware of that?  

NAGIN: No. 

COOPER: That -- that I asked the governor last night specific mistakes. She 
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said she couldn't think of any. The president, of course, has said, you know, 

general -- general mistakes. Why don't more politicians just -- just do what you 

did?  

NAGIN: You know, I don't know, man.  

 While there is no explicit speech act verb in Nagin’s talk here, all of Nagin’s detailed 

description does meet all of the semantic presuppositions (except for the assertion with a 

speech act verb) for a felicitous apology in these lines. It is not until the following lines, 

where we see some indication of how this talk is perceived pragmatically, that this talk could 

be construed as an apology. The interviewer asks Nagin if he is aware that he is the only 

politician who has named his specific mistakes and given detailed explanations of his 

responsibility for them. He goes on to suggest that this sort of discourse is, in fact, what he 

and, by virtue of his role as a mediator between Nagin and the audience, other American and 

especially gulf coast citizens, want as an answer from politicians regarding this issue. In 

effect, the interviewer seems to perceive this interaction as an apology (at least functionally) 

from Ray Nagin.
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                                             Chapter 4: Discussion/Analysis 

 A comparison of George Bush’s and Ray Nagin’s treatment of their respective 

responsibility for the inadequate response to Hurricane Katrina reveals interesting insight 

into the role that voice and perspective play in the discursive construction of responsibility 

through political apology. The analysis of the form and semantic content of each set of data 

provides an informative basis for examining how these apologies are structured discursively.  

            Of primary concern is the difference in how George Bush and Ray Nagin participate 

in the interactional process between each of them and the citizens issuing complaints that 

produced the negotiation of responsibility. Taking the standpoint that Irvine suggests, 

responsibility is actually constructed through this dialogical process, rather than being 

something that draws on the action of Bush or Nagin as the source of meaning. The nature of 

the complaints may have been an important influence on each politician’s apology and 

consequently, on the responsibility that is attributed to him. As the complaint data presented 

earlier revealed, complaints from citizens were framed in some very specific ways despite the 

range of citizen perspectives and effort. By framing the offense as everything from 

incompetent to racist and classist, the complainers set the tone for the apologies.  Since we 

cannot place one particular complaint or frame as the impetus for any one apology, however 

we can examine how the framing and construction of apologies might be related to the 

framing of the complaints. In short, this is an informative backdrop against which we can 

examine the difference in the discursive affects of Bush’s vs. Nagin’s apologies. 

           The dialogical construction of responsibility can be used not only to refer to the 

interaction between the complaints and apologies, but it also implies the possibility of the 

dual presence of texts in the apologies themselves. The duality of texts that can be observed 
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in both sets of apology data can be interpreted using Fairclough’s discussion of difference 

and dialogicality (2003). In this discussion of difference and dialogicality, he (2003) makes a 

significant conceptual distinction between intertextuality and assumption (where he includes 

types of implicature such as presuppositions, logical implications or entailments, and 

implicatures. He notes that both concepts connect “one text to other texts, to the ‘world of 

texts’ as one might put it” (1993). To distinguish between the two he asserts that assumptions 

are not generally attributable to specific texts, but they entail a relationship between this text 

and “what has been said or written or thought elsewhere, with the ‘elsewhere’ left vague” 

(1993). 

         This is a useful distinction to employ in the comparison of Bush’s and Nagin’s 

apologies primarily because of the difference in effect that Fairclough observes; 

“intertextuality opens up difference by bringing other ‘voices’ into a text, whereas 

[assumption] broadly reduces difference by assuming common ground”.  Based on the data 

presented and Fairclough’s distinctions, I argue that Bush’s apologies employ intertextuality 

while Nagin’s use assumption. 

In all three of his apologies, George Bush consistently integrates a second ‘text’ into 

the speeches that he is giving by drawing on the federal government’s role in emergency 

management as it is stated the National Response Plan of the United States. This plan dictates 

that local government is initially responsible for disaster planning and response and when 

this responsibility exceeds its capabilities, the local government requests further resources of 

the county. This chain of action continues through the state and federal governments (Wiki, 

Hurricane Katrina). I contend, that when Bush states, “to the extent that the federal 

government didn’t do its job right” in apology 1, “when the federal government fails to meet 
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such an obligation” in apology 2, and “the federal government and other levels of 

government fell down on the job” in apology 3, he is drawing upon this outside text in order 

to limit the measure of responsibility that he takes. He achieves this in the first two apologies 

by qualifying his acceptance of accountability with conditional words/phrases such as “to the 

extent” and “when”. In the third apology, he includes other levels of government in his 

attribution of failed responsibility, again implying with the distinction, that each level of 

government had a specific role in the disaster management. 

Bush’s apologies also demonstrate consistent use of a syntactic strategy which serves 

to diffuse the responsibility that he is taking, similarly to the phenomenon that Hill and 

Zepeda note in their study. The President consistently frames himself as a representative of 

the federal government, rather than the primary person taking responsibility by using the 

federal government as the subject of the clause in which he ‘apologizes’. In his constructions 

the “federal government” always takes on the agency of the failure or offense. So in essence, 

his apology is on behalf of a large group, which includes a host of figures with varying 

contributions to the responsibility. Consequently, his personal moral obligations to the 

offense are diminished by the inclusion of other ‘voices’ through the integration of a second 

‘text’. Ultimately, the community of the federal government, shares the responsibility and he 

acts as their representative.  

 While Nagin also draws upon other ‘texts’ in his apologies, there is more variation, as 

his data does not demonstrate the consistency in form and source that George Bush’s does. 

Other texts have fairly clear influences on Nagin’s apologies for his offensive comments that 

are tangentially related to Hurricane Katrina. The first apology for his heated demands for 
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assistance in the days following the storm draws on “the history of this country” as a 

supplemental text. By naming Katrina’s aftermath, “the biggest goddamn crisis in the history 

of this country” he incorporates other disastrous situations in the history of the country for 

comparison. Similarly, in his second apology included in this data, Nagin draws on a cultural 

‘text’ which references New Orleans as a “chocolate city”. As Nagin later explains, this 

distinction is not a new one, having originated among Washington D.C. radio DJs and having 

grown into more specific use by persons such as well known scholar Cornell West (in his 

1993 book Race Matters) who identified cities under this designation. Finally in the third 

apology for offensive language presented in this data, Nagin references the 2001 terrorist 

attack on the World Trade Centers as a comparative ‘text’ to the response and rebuilding 

processes related to Hurricane Katrina. Nagin’s references to other crises in American history 

(apology 1), Chocolate city (apology 2) and the September 11th, 2001 terrorist attacks 

(apology 3) are all common cultural knowledge, not necessarily deriving from a specific 

source, but instead from shared cultural experiences. By drawing on these common American 

experiences, Nagin is reducing the difference between himself and the complainers by 

assuming common ground with them. As a result, he has not diffused accountability for his 

comments. 

While intertextuality is marked by the introduction of other ‘voices’ from a source 

that can be specifically identified, assumption introduces a second ‘text’ that is integrated 

with the first, however the second text cannot be attributed to a specific place. Bush 

demonstrates this intertextuality by introducing the ‘voice’ of the federal government from a 

‘text’ that can be identified (the National Response Plan) whereas by contrast, Nagin’s 
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political apology (the one directly related to the response to Hurricane Katrina) uses 

assumption instead.  

The interviewer of the news program that Nagin appeared on asked Nagin what 

mistakes he made that he would correct, “Have you—as you have looked back and 

reassessed, were there other mistakes, specific things that you did you feel that…” (Appendix 

2b lines 20-21). In my estimation, there were two possible options for Nagin’s interpretation 

of the question. He could have answered the question as mayor of the city of New Orleans, a 

representative of local government, (just as Bush had addressed the same issue as president 

of the United States, a representative of federal government) and therefore speak about the 

mistakes made by local government. Alternatively, he could respond as an individual, and 

speak about mistakes that were specifically attributable to him. Nagin’s answers involved 

individual decisions that he’d made reflecting an assumption that the question was directed at 

him as an individual rather than at him as a representative of a local governing body. As a 

result of this assumption, Nagin diminished the distributed responsibility for the response by 

eliminating the inclusion of other ‘voices’ from the local government and narrowing the 

focus to him as an individual, which in turn assumes greater accountability on his part. Again 

as Fairclough suggests, assumption has the affect of reducing difference—in this case, the 

difference between Nagin as politician and the average citizen—by assuming common 

ground. I assert that Nagin assumed common ground with the average citizens (ie those who 

were complaining in the first place) by accepting a greater load of personal accountability for 

his own decisions related to the inadequate response to Katrina. 

            It is now appropriate to place these interpretations of their differences in the 

discursive construction of the apologies into a political context. Based on my analysis of the 
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data, I assert that George Bush intended for his talk to function as a political apology; 

however, because it did not meet the qualification of containing an explicit speech act verb as 

outlined by Harris, Grainger, and Mullany, it was not perceived as a valid apology. We have 

further evidence that this talk was not perceived as an apology in the fact that it is repeated 

on three occasions, one of which is significantly distant from the first two. This suggests that 

previous attempts were not sufficient; however this did not encourage Bush to change his 

approach, as the three apologies remain remarkably similar. At first glance, it seems that 

Nagin’s talk might have the same fate as Bush’s. His remarks do not contain an explicit 

speech act verb either. However, as my analysis of Nagin’s discursive data shows, his talk 

seems to be perceived as an apology, as evidenced by the reaction of the interviewer. The 

question that remains is why Nagin’s apology works, whereas Bush’s does not.  

 The answer that I propose is that fundamental differences between the ‘voices’ 

assumed by Bush and Nagin at the time of the apologies  , or as Fairclough would put it the 

“ways of being or identities in their linguistic and more broadly semiotic aspects” are 

reflected in the differences in their apologies and how they are perceived. To be more 

specific, Bush’s perspectives and even his government position is much more distant than 

Ray Nagin’s. Both men are politicians; however Bush is the President and represents the 

federal government and a much broader management context, while Nagin is the mayor of a 

local and perhaps the most severely affected city, representing local government and a much 

more narrow management context. Both men are citizens of this nation, but Nagin is a citizen 

of the affected community and arguably a victim of the hurricane. As a consequence, my 

assertion is that Nagin’s apology is not just political; instead, it is also a private apology 

delivered through a public medium by a politician. He is apologizing not just as a mayor who 
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represents a local governing body which made mistakes in his city, but also as an individual 

neighbor whose mistakes affected other neighbors. Perhaps, Nagin’s talk is operating on both 

a private and a political level. This allows Nagin much more variation in terms of what forms 

are accepted to function as an apology, considering Meier’s notation of the variation of 

acceptable forms for apologies occurring in interpersonal contexts. Consequently, the 

descriptions of his mistakes, which explicitly meet all of the semantic presuppositions for a 

felicitous apology as noted by Robin Lakoff (2001), are accepted as an apology even without 

the presence of an explicit speech act verb.  

  Nagin’s apologies which take responsibility for his offensive words offer more 

support for this hypothesis. Two of the data extractions in data set 2a illustrate Nagin’s 

political apologies; they are offered and accepted as such when unrest from the public 

demanded them from Nagin. However where there was public outcry for apology for Nagin’s 

“chocolate city” comment, Nagin does not apologize for this comment and instead justifies 

its appropriateness based on his own cultural background and the cultural context of the 

speech. Here again, he demonstrates the influence of personal roles (his membership in the 

same community) and perspectives on his political discourse. 
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                                               Chapter 5: Conclusions/Implications 

 This analysis demonstrates the importance of voice and dialogicality in the discursive 

construction of apology. Moreover, it suggests that researchers who are beginning to 

investigate political apology take into account factors that could influence variation in voices 

participating in that discourse which could, in turn produce variation in the forms of political 

apology and how it is managed pragmatically. 

The analysis presented in this thesis has potential to make significant contributions to 

a variety of bodies of scholarship. First, this study provides further evidence for the relatively 

recent paradigm shift which moves the locus of meaning away from the individual and favors 

meaning as a socially constructed concept. More specifically, this study supports the 

theorization of responsibility in this way; a concept which is socially significant in a number 

of ways but is often difficult to assess. By providing futher insight into the social, cultural, 

and discursive factors that come together in the construction of responsibility, this 

investigation may work toward less difficult and more comprehensive assessments and 

interpretations of responsibility in the future. 

In addition, the context of this study—politics—seems particularly useful for the 

analysis of the dialogical construction of responsibility using apology. The production of 

political discourse and political action through the participation of multiple voices combined 

with the prominence of responsibility as a topical concern in politics make the analysis of 

responsibility through political apology all the more salient.  Consequently, this analysis also 

has something to lend the study of political science, particularly political discourse. It 

confirms the findings of other studies which suggest that politicians often employ strategic 
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rhetorical skills to achieve carefully structured ends (such as making an apology while 

accepting as little responsibility as possible). It also reveals how other identities that 

politicians (or anyone else, for that matter) assume are inextricable from their political or 

professional identities; in fact, they help to construct those identities.  

Finally, this study suggests that perhaps apology, as a speech act, has not been fully 

theorized by discourse analysts. Responsibility is a presupposed qualification for apology, 

and therefore it is important that the conceptualization and construction of responsibility 

through discourse be a more significant component in apology literature. This analysis 

confirms that necessity because it demonstrates how the dialogical construction of 

responsibility has a direct impact on the form and meaning of an apology. Like many others, 

this investigation notes that apology is often part of a pair of speech acts, where it is either 

the response to a stimulus (such as complaint) or the impetus for a response (such as an 

acceptance of apology). However, this investigation links the interaction of the complaint and 

apology in the mutual construction of both structures. Additionally, this study takes note of 

the embedding of multiple ‘texts’ in the apology itself, drawing on various voices—some of 

which belong to the individual issuing the apology and others not. As a result, studies like 

this one may provide more evidence supporting this theoretical conceptualization of 

responsibility. 
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Appendix 1: Bush Contextual Data 

1. http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2005/09/print/20050913-5.html 

1/Q Mr. President, given what happened with Katrina, shouldn't Americans be concerned if 

their government isn't prepared to respond to another disaster or even a terrorist attack?  

PRESIDENT BUSH: Katrina exposed serious problems in our response capability at all 

levels of government. And to the extent that the federal government didn't fully do its job 

5/right, I take responsibility. I want to know what went right and what went wrong. I want to 

know how to better cooperate with state and local government, to be able to answer that very 

question that you asked: Are we capable of dealing with a severe attack or another severe 

storm. And that's a very important question. And it's in our national interest that we find out 

exactly what went on and -- so that we can better respond.  

10/One thing for certain; having been down there three times and have seen how hard people 

are working, I'm not going to defend the process going in, but I am going to defend the 

people who are on the front line of saving lives. Those Coast Guard kids pulling people out 

of the -- out of the floods are -- did heroic work. The first responders on the ground, whether 

they be state folks or local folks, did everything they could. 15/There's a lot of people that are 

-- have done a lot of hard work to save lives.  

And so I want to know what went right and what went wrong to address those. But I also 

want people in America to understand how hard people are working to save lives down there 

in not only New Orleans, but surrounding parishes and along the Gulf Coast.  
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2. http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2005/09/20050915-8.html 

1/The government of this nation will do its part, as well. Our cities must have clear and up-

to-date plans for responding to natural disasters, and disease outbreaks, or a terrorist attack, 

for evacuating large numbers of people in an emergency, and for providing the food and 

water and security they would need. In a time of terror threats and weapons of 5/mass 

destruction, the danger to our citizens reaches much wider than a fault line or a flood plain. I 

consider detailed emergency planning to be a national security priority, and therefore, I've 

ordered the Department of Homeland Security to undertake an immediate review, in 

cooperation with local counterparts, of emergency plans in every major city in America.  

10/I also want to know all the facts about the government response to Hurricane Katrina. The 

storm involved a massive flood, a major supply and security operation, and an evacuation 

order affecting more than a million people. It was not a normal hurricane -- and the normal 

disaster relief system was not equal to it. Many of the men and women of the Coast Guard, 

the Federal Emergency Management Agency, the United States 15/military, the National 

Guard, Homeland Security, and state and local governments performed skillfully under the 

worst conditions. Yet the system, at every level of government, was not well-coordinated, 

and was overwhelmed in the first few days. It is now clear that a challenge on this scale 

requires greater federal authority and a broader role for the armed forces -- the institution of 

our government most capable of massive 20/logistical operations on a moment's notice.  

Four years after the frightening experience of September the 11th, 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, 
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and for the solution. So I've ordered every Cabinet Secretary to participate in a 

25/comprehensive review of the government response to the hurricane. This government will 

learn the lessons of Hurricane Katrina. We're going to review every action and make 

necessary changes, so that we are better prepared for any challenge of nature, or act of evil 

men, that could threaten our people.  

3. http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/10439994/print/1/displaymode/1098/ 

 

1/Williams: Mr. President, this is the first chance we've had to talk to you since Katrina. And 

I want to go back to that first weekend. It was said that a lot of — it was a holiday weekend 

— a lot of your staff were scattered about different places. There was a wedding in Europe. 

Did you have the people around you that you needed? Along with everyone 5/else it took 

time to realize the scale of the disaster. 

President Bush: You're talking about before the storm hit? Yeah, we anticipated a big storm. 

I don’t think anybody anticipated a category 5 initially. It came across the Gulf and started to 

pick up speed. But, you bet, we started pre-positioning equipment. I was on the phone to 

Governor Blanco, Governor Barbour, Governor Riley, asking them if they 10/had all they 

needed. 

I urged at one point in time, as I recall, over the weekend, I urged that there be an evacuation 

of New Orleans at the recommendation of Secretary Chertoff. 

No, we were in touch and thought we were pretty well prepared for the storm. But as your 

broadcast accurately noted, the federal government and other levels of the 15/government 
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fell down on the job. I — like you and like the pictures you showed — I was appalled that a 

nation as wealthy as ours was not able to respond as effectively as we should have and took 

blame for it. 

I mean, to the extent that the federal government was ineffective, I'm responsible. And I 

understand that. And now the question is how do we learn lessons from the response and 

20/how do we effectively help the Mississippi Gulf Coast and New Orleans and the rest of 

Louisiana rebuild? 

Williams: Were you watching the coverage? Were you seeing the same pictures that 

Americans were seeing? 

President Bush: I was. I was. I was disturbed by the fact that there's, I guess my reaction 

25/was, "Where's the communications?" I mean, we had news people able to really be the 

fact witness on the ground when, in fact, it should have been government officials at all 

levels gathering the information, sending it back to headquarters so there could be an 

appropriate response. I was amazed that our communication system was basically down to a 

certain extent. And the reason why it's troubling not only for the people on the 30/ground 

affected by the storm, but imagine an attack or a pandemic of avian flu. And those are the 

lessons that we need to learn from Katrina and better prepare this nation. 

Appendix 2a: Nagin’s Offensive Comments Data 

1.1 http://edition.cnn.com/2005/US/09/02/nagin.transcript/index.html 

1/WWL: We'll do that. What else can we do?  
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NAGIN: Organize people to write letters and make calls to their congressmen, to the 

president, to the governor. Flood their doggone offices with requests to do something. This is 

ridiculous. 

5/I don't want to see anybody do anymore goddamn press conferences. Put a moratorium on 

press conferences. Don't do another press conference until the resources are in this city. And 

then come down to this city and stand with us when there are military trucks and troops that 

we can't even count. 

Don't tell me 40,000 people are coming here. They're not here. It's too doggone late. Now 

10/get off your asses and do something, and let's fix the biggest goddamn crisis in the history 

of this country. 

WWL: I'll say it right now, you're the only politician that's called and called for arms like 

this. And if -- whatever it takes, the governor, president -- whatever law precedent it takes, 

whatever it takes, I bet that the people listening to you are on your side.  

15/NAGIN: Well, I hope so, Garland. I am just -- I'm at the point now where it don't matter. 

People are dying. They don't have homes. They don't have jobs. The city of New Orleans will 

never be the same in this time. 

1.2 1/PELLEY: (Voiceover) On Friday President Bush came to see for himself, and ran into 

Hurricane Nagin. The president offered the mayor the first water he was happy to see in five 

days: a shower aboard Air Force One. 

 

When the president came, did you unload any of that radio talk show stuff on him? 
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Mayor NAGIN: No, I didn't. But he was well aware of it. And I pulled him on aside with 

5/the governor. I said, `Look, that was uncharacteristic for me. But consider being in my 

shoes. What would you have done? And if I said anything disrespectful to the office of the 

president or the governor, I apologize. But tell me what we're going to do now.' 

http://www.lib.ncsu.edu:2145/universe/document?_m=ddee03dbdadc3ba628a9bf6a19575d1c

&_docnum=1&wchp=dGLbVtz-zSkVA&_md5=aad09d65b71d38cb26014cdfff46a5ea 

2.1 http://www.nola.com/printer/printer.ssf?/news/t-

p/stories/011706_nagin_transcript.html 

1/We ask black people: it's time. It's time for us to come together. It's time for us to rebuild a 

New Orleans, the one that should be a chocolate New Orleans. And I don't care what people 

are saying Uptown or wherever they are. This city will be chocolate at the end of the day.  

5/This city will be a majority African-American city. It's the way God wants it to be. You 

can't have New Orleans no other way; it wouldn't be New Orleans. So before I get into too 

much more trouble, I'm just going to tell you in my closing conversation with Dr. King, he 

said, "I never worried about the good people -- or the bad people I should say -- who were 

doing all the violence during civil rights time.'' He said, "I worried about the 10/good folks 

that didn't say anything or didn't do anything when they knew what they had to do.'' 

2.2 http://edition.cnn.com/TRANSCRIPTS/0601/20/acd.01.html 
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1/COOPER: All right. "Chocolate city." What were you thinking?  

NAGIN: You know what, man? You know, I have thought about this and thought about this a 

long time. You know, I'm African-American, OK? Just to kind of put that out there. It's part 

of our culture to talk about chocolate cities. You know, D.C. was the first 5/chocolate city 

that ever came on the map, Newark, Detroit, New Orleans. So, for me, the vernacular of 

saying chocolate city was not a big deal. I have used that in speeches for three-and-a-half 

years now. And I have even used it on Capitol Hill. So, I didn't really think it was a big deal.  

Where I crossed the line was bringing God into the whole, you know, discussion.  

10/COOPER: Do you think it hurt or will hurt relief efforts, perception of you, perception of 

the leadership here in Louisiana, especially in Washington?  

NAGIN: Let me tell you what -- what is happening. As far as Washington is concerned, I 

don't think so. And I -- and I will tell you why. The day after the event, I talked to Secretary 

of HUD Alphonso Jackson. We talked about it. He kind of kidded about it, 15/because he 

made a comment in Houston... 

COOPER: Right.  

NAGIN: ... about the city not being black again.  

COOPER: I remember. 

NAGIN: So, he got admonished by the president and all that. So, he was fine.  

20/(CROSSTALK)  

COOPER: There's a lot people in Washington who have said things they would like to take 

back.  

(LAUGHTER)  

NAGIN: I said -- I said, does the president care about this or does he have any issues? He 
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25/said no. The secretary of commerce was in yesterday. Talked to him about it. He said, 

man, you're fine. We are going to continue to help us. The president has everybody focused 

on New Orleans and the Gulf Coast. So, I'm not seeing any evidence of anything.  

As a matter of fact, this is kind of -- you know, there's lot of people upset about the 

comments. Don't get me wrong. And I'm not trying to minimize that. But it's grown into 

30/this whole kind of whimsical, you know, chocolate city with bars and T-shirts.  

COOPER: Yes. They're making T-shirts on Bourbon Street, Willy Wonka bars, T-shirts.  

NAGIN: Yes. I mean, so it has kind of turned. You know, if I had to do it over again, I would 

do it differently. 

3 http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/14452115/print/1/displaymode/1098 

1/MR. RUSSERT: Mr. Mayor, you said some things to “60 Minutes” late in the week which 

will air tonight, that has generated an enormous response from people, particularly in New 

York. Let’s just watch a little bit what you said. 

(Videotape): 

5/MR. BYRON PITTS: But you can’t get the cars out yet, you can’t get this demolished. 

MR. NAGIN: That’s all right. You guys in New York City can’t get a hole in the ground fixed. 

And it’s five years later. So let’s be fair. 

(End videotape) 

MR. RUSSERT: “A hole in the ground,” referring to the devastation left behind by 

10/September 11. Peter King, the New York congressman, had this to say. “It’s really 
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disgraceful and shameful. ... Ground zero is sacred ground. ... To refer to it as a hole in the 

ground, to me, is shocking and inexcusable. ... Especially considering Mayor Nagin’s own 

record. I mean, when Katrina was there, he was the one who had 500 school buses under 

water, he’s the one who wasn’t able to evacuate his city, he’s the one who lost his 

15/composure on national television several times.” You’ve now had several days to reflect 

on this. Will you apologize for calling what many believe is sacred ground, the place where 

thousands of Americans died, as a hole in the ground? 

MR. NAGIN: You know, Tim, let me make sure that you understand the context of that 

discussion. You know, “60 Minutes,” we did that piece about two months ago, and I got a 

20/very direct e-mail from them saying that I shouldn’t do this interview because they 

thought they had an exclusive two months ago.  Then we started to see all these promos and 

what have you. The context of that discussion was about why has it taken so long for New 

Orleans to get back up to speed, and I was mainly using the comparison of the site. And I 

should have probably called it an undeveloped site as of yet. But I used the—a 25/term that 

seemed to have gotten some people upset. But I think once people see the “60 Minutes” piece 

in its entirety, I think they’ll, they’ll calm down a little bit. I meant no disrespect for anyone. 

I have seen death, I’ve seen the destruction, and I was just using it as a comparison to show 

how difficult it is for people to rebuild after a major disaster. 

MR. RUSSERT: But you are sorry for the families who lost loved ones on that ground, 

30/who... 

MR. NAGIN: Absolutely. I’m—Tim, I am... 
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MR. RUSSERT: They believe it’s sacred ground, not a hole in the ground. 

MR. NAGIN: I—Tim, I am very sorry for that because I have seen death in my own city. 

And New York and New Orleans has a special relationship. After 9/11, we sent trucks, 35/we 

sent resources, we sent food. We prayed for New York. When we had Katrina, they 

reciprocated. So I understand what they’ve gone through, and I hope they understand that—

what we’ve gone through.  Eighty percent of our city has been damaged and we are 

struggling with this disaster and it never goes away. 

MR. RUSSERT: You wish you had used other words?  

40/MR. NAGIN: Yeah, I wish I would have basically said that it was an undeveloped site, 

which it is. And you know, I’ve gotten some calls from New York, as I said. You know, no 

one has really said this and really pointed us to the fact that it’s five years after the fact. So 

maybe this will help us refocus on this because there needs to be a memorial to make sure 

that we treat that site with the respect it deserves. 
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Appendix 2b: Nagin’s Responsibility for Response to Hurricane Katrina 

1/Well, that's not all Mayor Nagin and I talked about. Coming up, the biggest mistakes he 

says he made during the Katrina crisis in his own words, the first elected politician to 

actually come out and admit specific mistakes he made. Hear what he has to say coming up. 

Also, disaster still unfolding in New Orleans along the Mississippi. Nature's speed 5/bumps 

are disappearing. We will explain coming up on 360.  

(COMMERCIAL BREAK)  

COOPER: Don't you wish politicians would just admit the mistakes they made? Well, 

tonight, Mayor Ray Nagin of New Orleans does just that -- next on 360.  

… 

COOPER (voice-over): Mayor Nagin has received a lot of criticism for the way he 

10/handled Hurricane Katrina. One of his critics, former FEMA Director Michael Brown, on 

Wednesday, talked for the first time about mistakes he himself made, saying he should have 

demanded the military intervene in New Orleans sooner. I asked Mayor Nagin what he 

thought of Brown's admission.  

NAGIN: You know, I -- I was a little surprised, but kind of expected it. You know, at 

15/some point in time, the truth needs to rule.  

COOPER (on camera): The first couple weeks after Katrina, you were saying the mistake 

that you made was sort of being naive, in thinking that the cavalry was going to come after 

two days.  

NAGIN: Yes.  

20/COOPER: It's been now a couple of months. Have you -- as you have looked back and 
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reassessed, were there other mistakes, specific things that you did you feel that...  

(CROSSTALK)  

NAGIN: Absolutely. 

There's three things that I would do totally differently now. I wish I had talked to Max 

25/Mayfield earlier, number one.  

(CROSSTALK)  

COOPER: When was it he called it? Was it Saturday or Sunday?  

NAGIN: It was a Saturday evening.  

COOPER: OK.  

30/NAGIN: And I wish I had talked to him earlier, so the possibility of a mandatory 

evacuation would have been done 24 hours later -- earlier.  

COOPER: Max Mayfield from the National Hurricane Center.  

NAGIN: National Hurricane Center.  

COOPER: And he called you Saturday. And he said that that was the -- only the second 

35/time in history he has ever called a politician directly to -- to personally warn them.  

NAGIN: Absolutely. And he -- you know, I knew we had done a great job as getting people 

out -- as far getting people out. Eighty, 85 percent had gotten out. But, when I got that call, 

and he was so emphatic and so passionate, we had never -- this city had never done a 

mandatory evacuation in its history. I immediately called my city attorney and 40/said, look, 

in the morning, I don't care what you have to do. Figure out a way for us to do this. I wish I 

had done that earlier. 

COOPER (voice-over): It wasn't until Sunday that Mayor Nagin made the evacuation 

mandatory. Crucial hours had been lost. The mayor now admits his second mistake was the 
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buses. Hundreds of school and city buses that could have been used to evacuate 45/stranded 

residents were left in low-lying areas.  

NAGIN: If I had to do it again, I would probably go to the school board, cut a cooperative 

endeavor agreement with them, move all the city-controlled buses to another section of the 

state, probably up north, so that they're readily available, and we will just deal with the driver 

issue later.  

50/COOPER (on camera): You knew, based on the census, there were about 100,000 people 

who didn't have access to a vehicle.  

NAGIN: We got everybody out, except for 50, which I think is kind of incredible. Fifty 

thousand people, at the end of the day, were in the Superdome and in the Convention Center. 

So, there was 50,000 people that we needed to deal with. You're right.  

55/COOPER: OK. So, it was really -- for you, it's -- now looking back, it's the buses and it's 

the mandatory evacuation? 

NAGIN: Right. And the third thing is what you mentioned earlier. We always said, if the big 

one happened, we would get as many people to, you know, shelters of last resort and out of 

the city as possible. And then we would hunker down for three days, and the 60/cavalry will 

arrive. I'm not going to depend upon the cavalry anymore. We're going to be as self-sufficient 

as possible from start to finish going forward.  

COOPER: You're the only elected official up to now who has actually said that they made 

mistakes, that -- and actually named a -- two specific things that they have done.  

Are you aware of that?  

65/NAGIN: No. 

COOPER: That -- that I asked the governor last night specific mistakes. She said she couldn't 
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think of any. The president, of course, has said, you know, general -- general mistakes. Why 

don't more politicians just -- just do what you did?  

NAGIN: You know, I don't know, man.  

70/And, you know, people ask me all the time why I do what I do. 

(LAUGHTER)  

NAGIN: And, sometimes, I can answer them, and, sometimes, I can't.  

(LAUGHTER) 
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Appendix 3a: Complaint 1 

http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2005/09/08/opinion/polls/main824591.shtml 

BUSH'S HANDLING OF RESPONSE TO KATRINA  

Now  

Approve  

38%  

Disapprove  

58%  

Don't know  

4%  

8/30-31  

Approve  

54%  

Disapprove  

12%  

Don't know  

34%  

Last winter, eight in ten Americans approved of how Bush handled the tsunami disaster in Asia.  

Bush is also seen as acting too slowly in responding to the disaster that followed Katrina.  

 

In 1992, after Hurricane Andrew decimated parts of Florida, 41 percent of voters thought the federal government 

performed adequately there. 40 percent of Floridians that year said the same.  

Americans see the response to Katrina as insufficient in part because it was slow: an overwhelming eight in ten 

say the federal government didn't act fast enough.  

DID FEDERAL GOVERNMENT RESPOND AS FAST AS IT COULD?  

Yes  

16%  

No  

80%  

Now, with evacuation efforts having been stepped up over Labor Day weekend, more Americans see things 
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looking up. 60 percent of Americans say the federal government is doing all it can to help now.  

ARE FEDERAL OFFICIALS DOING ALL THEY CAN NOW?  

Yes  

60%  

No, could be doing more  

36% 
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Appendix 3b: Complaint 4 

"This Ain't No TV Show" 

Hell No We Ain't Alright 

By CHUCK D. 

New Orleans in the morning, afternoon, and night 
Hell No We Ain't Alright 
Now all these press conferences breaking news alerts 
This just in while your government looks for a war to win 
Flames from the blame game, names? Where do I begin? 
Walls closing in get some help to my kin 
Who cares? While the rest of the Bushnation stares 
As the drama unfolds as we the people under the stairs 
50% of this Son of a Bush nation 
Is like hatin' on Haiti 
And setting up assassinations 
Ask Pat Robertson- quiz him.... smells like terrorism. 
Racism in the news 
Still one-sided news 
Saying whites find food 
prey for the national guard ready to shoot 
Cause them blacks loot 
New Orleans in the morning, afternoon, and night 
Hell No We Ain't Alright 
Fires, earthquakes, tsunamis 
I don't mean to scare  
Wasn't this written somewhere? 
Disgraces all I see is black faces moved out to all these places 
Emergency state, corpses, alligators and snakes 
Big difference between this haze and them diamonds on the VMA's 
We better look 
What's really important 
Under this sun especially if you over 21 
This ain't no TV show  
this ain't no video 
This is really real/ beyond them same ole "keep it real" 
Quotes from them TV stars drivin' big rim cars 
'Streets be floodin,' B/ no matter where you at, no gas 
Driving is a luxury 
Urgency 
State of emergency 
Shows somebody's government 
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Is far from reality.... 
New Orleans in the morning, afternoon, and night 
Hell No We Ain't Alright 
I see here we be the new faces of refugees 
Who ain't even overseas but here on our knees 
Forget the plasma TV-ain't no electricity 
New worlds upside down-and out of order 
Shelter? Food? Wasssup, wheres the water? 
No answers from disaster/ them masses hurtin' 
So who the f**k we call?--Halliburton? 
Son of a Bush, how you gonna trust that cat? 
To fix s**t when help is stuck in Iraq? 
Making war plans takin' more stands 
In Afghanistan 2000 soldiers dyin' in the sand 
But that's over there, right? 
Now what's over here is a noise so loud 
That some can't hear but on TV I can see 
Bunches of people lookin' just like me 
 

 

 
 

 


