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Short logline
A Conservative Black mayor is challenged by a White Liberal and the stakes could not be higher.
Race in New Orleans – it’s complicated.

M e d i u m LOGLINE
Can one recent local election in Louisiana tell us anything about the state of race relations in twenty-first century America?
RACE is a story of high ground and low roads in post-Katrina New Orleans politics.

LONG LOGLINE
Set against the backdrop of a devastated city, a largely displaced citizenry, and an increasingly divided community, RACE
charts the unlikely 2006 re-election of New Orleans Mayor Ray Nagin by a completely different electorate than had first put
him in office.
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Short SynopSiS (172 worDS)
RACE is a cautionary tale about how not to go about rebuilding a city post-disaster, and challenges the mythology of postracialism in the age of President Obama.
Funded by white conservatives and unpopular within most of the New Orleans African-American community, Mayor Nagin
was first elected with 86% of the white and 38% of the African-American vote. Many thought he would cruise to re-election;
but then Katrina hit.
After the levee failures, New Orleans was thought to have lost its African-American majority, Nagin’s base abandoned him,
and an unprecedented number of challengers emerged, many of whom who were white. The front-runner was Mitch Landrieu
– son of a civil rights pioneer and the city’s last white mayor. With the displacement of so many citizens, Nagin faced the fight
of his political life.
But against all expectations, Nagin won re-election with 83% of the African-American vote and 21% of the white vote, a near
reversal from 2002. This election constituted a post-Katrina civil rights protest, and RACE tracks what happened during a
pivotal moment for a city in crisis.

meDium SynopSiS (289 worDS)
RACE is a cautionary tale about how not to go about rebuilding a city post-disaster, and challenges the mythology of postracialism in the age of President Obama. Against the backdrop of a devastated city, a largely displaced citizenry, and an
increasingly divided community, this documentary film charts the unlikely 2006 re-election of New Orleans Mayor Ray Nagin
by a completely different electorate than had first put him in office.
Funded by white conservatives, Nagin first ran in 2002 as the business candidate. Largely unpopular within most of the New
Orleans African-American community, Nagin was elected to office with 86% of the white vote and 38% of the AfricanAmerican vote, and had been expected to cruise to re-election. But then Katrina hit.
Following the destruction wrought by the failure of the federal levees and the forced exodus from the city, it became apparent
that New Orleans might have lost its African-American majority for the first time in 30 years.
Nagin was abandoned by his white base, and an unprecedented number of candidates emerged to challenge him, many of
whom were white. Emerging as the frontrunner was Lt. Gov. Mitch Landrieu, the son of a civil rights pioneer and the last
white mayor of New Orleans. With the displacement of so many voters, Nagin faced the fight of his political life.
But on May 22, 2006 and against all expectations, Nagin won re-election with 83% of the African-American vote and 21% of
the white vote, a near reversal of his base. This local election captured national attention and came to constitute a postKatrina civil rights protest, but one in which many participants had mixed feelings. RACE tracks what happened and why
during a pivotal political moment for a city in crisis.
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L o n g S y n o p s i s ( 1 , 0 4 5 w o r ds )
RACE is a cautionary tale about how not to go about rebuilding a
city post-disaster, and challenges the mythology of post-racialism
in the age of President Obama. Against the backdrop of a largely
displaced citizenry, a devastated landscape, and an increasingly
divided community, this documentary film charts the unlikely 2006
re-election of incumbent New Orleans Mayor Ray Nagin from a
completely different electorate than had first put him in office in
2002.
Funded by white conservatives, Nagin first ran as the business
candidate. Unpopular with many New Orleans African-Americans,
Nagin was elected to office with 86% of the white vote and 38% of
the African-American vote, and had been expected to cruise to reelection. But then Katrina hit. Following the destruction wrought by
the failure of the federal levees and the forced exodus from the city,
New Orleans seemed to have lost its African-American majority for
the first time in 30 years.
Post-Katrina land-use plans and exclusionary rebuilding rhetoric
exacerbated a climate of distrust, and widespread talk of a “new”
New Orleans witnessed the increased polarization of New Orleans
communities, and sparked fears that not everyone was welcome
back home.
Nagin had appointed the recovery body, the Bring New Orleans
Back Commission (BNOBC) while he was still beholden to his
original political base, and the BNOBC’s infamous “green space”
map, which advocated for a reduction in the city’s most devastated
neighborhoods, the majority of which were African-American, had
a profound effect upon a nervous and exiled community struggling
to return and take part in rebuilding efforts. Supported by many
returned white voters, this map and what it symbolized quickly came
to be understood in racial terms.
Nagin’s subsequent equivocation concerning the findings of his
own commission reflected the uncertainty of his re-election bid, and
his ultimate rejection of his own commission’s findings was pivotal
to the course of the election. Nagin’s loss of financial support from
members of the majority white business council forced him and his
campaign strategists to look elsewhere, and they began to make
conscious race-related appeals to African-American voters. RACE
explores other controversial moments such as the “Chocolate City”
speech, in which Nagin called for New Orleans to return to its prestorm position as a majority black city, and this documentary places
such rhetoric within the context of the social and political climate of
the time.
The difficulties of holding this election were unprecedented;
voting machines were flooded, poll commissioners were in exile,
and almost two-thirds of the population remained displaced. As
the Voting Rights Act of 1965 was up for renewal on the national
stage, for many watching, the ability of displaced New Orleanians
to participate fully in this local election became an increasingly
pressing concern.
New Orleans was in the national spotlight and this post-disaster
period was seen as an opportunity to reshape the landscape of New
Orleans socially, economically, politically and, in the view of some,
“demographically” as well. Many of the white conservative powerbrokers began to shift their allegiance from the African-American
candidates they had previously endorsed while the city remained
majority black, and a record number of challengers entered the field,
many of whom were white. Nagin’s white base abandoned him for

Republican-turned-Democrat and Audubon Nature Institute CEO
Ron Forman; however, even in the “new” New Orleans, a candidate
couldn’t win without some populist base.
Emerging as the frontrunner was Mitch Landrieu, the son of the
civil rights pioneer and the last white mayor of New Orleans, Moon
Landrieu. White media outlets believed Landrieu could draw on the
fame of the family name and his father’s integrationist legacy, but
this legacy was now decades old and proved to be a mixed blessing;
some conservative white voters saw it as too dynastic, while others
thought it too liberal. To many African-American voters, this legacy
was ancient history, but with the displacement of so many voters,
Nagin faced the fight of his political life.
Nagin is introduced within a post-Katrina context, as an incumbent
tested like no other previous mayor, and we show the crowded field
of candidates jostling to unseat him from City Hall. Nagin’s white
base certainly left him for a candidate they felt to be more suited to
the challenges of a city in crisis, but other related factors also led to
his new-found situation. There is nothing completely black and white
about New Orleans politics, and RACE looks at the complexities of
the politics of race post-disaster. The notion that African- Americans
would support the incumbent due to a perceived white power grab
holds some truth, but many other dynamics and ironies were in play.
After Forman failed to make the runoff, Nagin regained some
support from the white conservative voters he lost during the
primaries, allegedly – and ironically – white conservatives who could
not bring themselves to vote for a Landrieu due to his father’s
legacy. It was Landrieu who held the more solid Democratic
credentials that pundits thought could reach across racial divides,
while Nagin had been the more conservative candidate funded
by a white business elite, and who had been largely cast as the
conservative “white” candidate.
From within the fragile climate of an increasingly racialized postKatrina New Orleans, RACE explores the various factors that
enabled Nagin’s re-election; specifically, Landrieu’s reluctance to
address potentially polarizing issues, and his failed attempt at a
campaign rhetoric that went directly through race, both of which
contrasted to Nagin’s more strategic campaign approach that
tapped into more traditional racial divides.
The city’s residents had seen the need for change and understood
that this was the opportunity for it, but within the post-Katrina
climate, eventually the status quo, in which race trumped record,
proved too strong for the forces of transformation.
In 2006, against all expectations, Nagin won re-election with 83% of
the African-American vote and 21% of the white vote, a near
reversal of his base from 2002. This local election captured national
attention and came to constitute a post-Katrina civil rights protest of
sorts, but one in which many participants had mixed feelings. While
examining the difficulties of the electorate moving through race
following the tragic and polarizing disaster of Hurricane Katrina, this
documentary tracks what happened and how, during a pivotal
political moment for a city in crisis.
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