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Blood, Floods, and the Future
Summer 2016 Baton Rouge Perspective
by Nik Mitchell, Ph.D.
2016 has been a summer of strife for the city of Baton Rouge, my hometown. With
the killing of Alton Sterling, the metropolitan area was locked in conflict as the
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long dormant ghosts of Baton Rouge’s racial past shook off decades of uneasy
sleep and began to demand redress. Scenes of police in riot gear with guns
drawn went around the world placing this city better known for its college football
teams at the center of the global debate on race and police conduct. Then came
the murder of three police officers at the hands of Gavin Long.
The city had reached its breaking point. Then, an estimated 6.9 trillion gallons of
rain fell on the Baton Rouge metropolitan area, flooding large swaths of it and
leaving tens of thousands of people homeless. Mixed in with the images of
flooded neighborhoods and devastated lives, there were images of unity in the
face of nature’s fury. Declarations of how “race doesn’t matter” were echoed
across social media; and how “united Baton Rouge had become” was
emblazoned on tshirts and profile pictures. It is true that natural disasters inspire
a sort of racial unity that reveals how insipid “race” really is. It is also true that the
Baton Rouge metropolitan area is grotesquely segregated racially and
economically.
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How do we reconcile these two stark realities? The answer is: we can’t. The
ghosts of Baton Rouge’s past have not been put to rest. The anger that motivated
hundreds to demand accountability for the sins of the past and present has not
been extinguished. The echoes of the denial of timely emergency health services
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brought on by hospital closures and the failure of the St. George secession
attempt by predominantly white south Baton Rouge due to a technicality still ring
in African American Baton Rouge.

It is incumbent for all of those who adhere to social justice to watch the post flood
rebuilding efforts carefully to ensure that it is equitable, minimizes any
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conviction that, because of an unjust history, we should endeavor to reduce
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inequalities of wealth and power between racial groups, as such”[1] and commit
to preserving the dignity of the affected. What remains to be seen is how Baton
Rouge will transition into a new metropolitan area after the storm. Progress
should not and must not come at the expense of the vulnerable. That would be a
complete betrayal of the social contract and is the sort of transgression that marks
the perpetrators and their descendants whose prosperity came at the cost of the
rights and dignity of the vulnerable. The mechanisms of power can be used for
justice only if constituents demand it and hold those in control of the mechanisms
accountable for their actions so that no one gets left behind.

[1] Glenn Loury, The Anatomy of Racial Inequality, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
2002), p. 112
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