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In Markets of Sorrow, Labors of Faith, 
Vincanne Adams discusses the rebuilding 
process in New Orleans after Hurricane 
Katrina breached the levees in 2005. Adams 
does not focus on the hurricane itself in the 
book but concentrates on the privatization 
of public social services and how this has 
affected the recovery process. Adams 
argues that many government policies failed 
residents of New Orleans during the 
recovery process, while companies that the 
government subcontracted to during the 
rescue-and-relief process made vast profits. 
On the other hand, the response from 
charities, grass-root NGOs, and faith-based 
organizations was overwhelming, but this 
volunteer recovery movement in itself 
represented a critique of the failure of the 
government programs and subcontracted 
companies. The resulting paradox is that the 
same for-profit subcontracted companies 
exploited these charities, manufacturing 
additional profit from the disaster.
 Adams attempts to describe the 
long-term recovery process in New Orleans, 
conducting fieldwork with several research 
assistants during a four-year period from 
2007 to 2011. Her research included visits to 
New Orleans with family and friends, 
participating in the volunteer cleanup and 
rebuilding efforts, thus gaining firsthand 
experience of the process she set out to 
study. In addition, Adams and her research 
assistants conducted formal interviews with 
163 residents of New Orleans, which provide 
rich, personal accounts of how government 
policies affected residents from various 

neighborhoods and backgrounds. The 
stories from residents, focusing on struggles 
to rebuild homes and lives, form the heart of 
the book and effectively illustrate how 
macro-level policies affected families at the 
individual level. It becomes clear from these 
stories that Katrina is an ongoing disaster, 
and the recovery process has caused 
additional suffering. Some of these stories 
describe physical and emotional suffering 
that are difficult to bear but are necessary 
to understand the central argument of the 
book.
 At the theoretical level, however, the 
book fails to clearly define some of the 
terms it relies heavily on. For example, 
Adams discusses neoliberal capitalism but 
does not provide her own definition of what 
it is. This may be an intentional strategy by 
the author to allow readers to formulate 
their own ideas of what neoliberalism is or 
how it may evolve. The definition has been 
debated, and Adams argues that post-
Katrina New Orleans is not simply an 
example of a declining welfare state or the 
rise of crony capitalism. Instead, post-
Katrina New Orleans is an example of a new 
affect economy, where the lines between 
public-sector interests and private-sector 
opportunities often became blurred. 
 The author’s use of disaster 
capitalism, the ability to profit from human 
calamity, is better demonstrated throughout 
the ethnography. Borrowing the notion from 
Naomi Klein (2007), disaster capitalism has 
already been used in studies of other post-
Katrina recovery analyses in New Orleans 
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(Perez and Cannella 2011). Adams traces the 
policies of several failed programs that were 
meant to help residents, such as Road Home 
and the Small Business Administration. She 
discusses how these programs left residents 
feeling abandoned years after Hurricane 
Katrina, and how specific for-profit 
companies funneled resources—connecting 
the dynamics of how this occurred 
throughout the book. 
 Unlike popular media that often 
romanticize New Orleans with Mardi Gras, 
Bourbon Street, and the French Quarter, 
Adams does not try to assert how New 
Orleans is unique from other American 
cities. Instead, she argues how New Orleans 
is and could be like other cities in the U.S. if 
a similar crisis from a disaster and 
capitalistic recovery process occurred 
elsewhere. Although Adams does not spend 
four consecutive years in New Orleans for 
this study, and at times the reader wonders 
how present she actually was in New 
Orleans, through the notes of her research 
assistants and her frequent trips to the city, 
she is successful in providing an emic 
standpoint of the recovery process through 
the lens of local residents. This point is 
illustrated through her notion of Katrina 
fatigue. A few years after the hurricane, 
news media and outsiders became tired of 
hearing about and focusing on Katrina 
recovery. Both the New Orleans Saints 
Super Bowl victory in 2010 and the BP 
Deepwater Horizon oil spill off the Gulf 
Coast the same year shifted focus away 
from Katrina recovery, while residents of 
New Orleans were becoming tired of 

fighting the problems that surfaced with the 
recovery process. Katrina fatigue 
demonstrates how a calamity of this 
magnitude can temporarily fade away from 
memory, but will eventually return in the 
lives of the residents affected by it, as well 
as through the mediums of books, movies, 
and documentaries.
 Markets of Sorrow, Labors of Faith 
would complement readings for upper level 
undergraduate students and graduate 
students taking courses in economic 
anthropology, disaster studies, and urban 
anthropology. The writing is clear, and the 
organization of the book allows the reader 
to follow the central argument. The main 
points in the book offer stimulating topics 
for students on methods and theory, whilst 
also provoking discussion on the meaning of 
disaster and how disaster relief should 
occur. 
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