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 ◾ ABSTRACT: Around the world, governments, industry, and other actors are creating 
plans to save coasts from environmental crisis. Louisiana is one prominent example: 
levees and other measures protect oil and gas infrastructure from inundation as the 
wetlands buff er rapidly erodes—in large part due to that same industry. Th e state’s 
primary answer to land loss is a $50 billion Coastal Master Plan. To illuminate such 
responses in Louisiana and globally, this article reviews emerging literature and frames 
an anthropology of coastal planning around three themes: (1) novel orientations toward 
time and space, (2) the reproduction of power and capital in the name of protection 
and restoration, and (3) the elision of other forms of land loss and defense by reductive 
above-ground/underwater planning paradigms.
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In southern Louisiana, lines of levees protect some of the world’s densest petrochemical devel-
opment against inundation as the surrounding buff er of wetlands rapidly erodes. Th e loss of 
coastal land here is driven in part by this very levee system, which starves surrounding areas 
of river sediment deposits. Th ese impacts, combined with rising seas, intensifying storms, and 
the destructive eff ects of fossil fuel infrastructure, have led the state to lose over 2,000 square 
miles of land in less than a hundred years (Couvillion et al. 2017). Following the devastation of 
Hurricane Katrina in 2005, lawmakers consolidated Louisiana’s historically scattered govern-
ment response to coastal land loss in the newly established Coastal Protection and Restoration 
Authority (CPRA), charged with creating and updating the state’s fi ft y-year, $50 billion Coastal 
Master Plan. While Louisiana’s planning eff orts remain a high-profi le case of state mobilization 
against coastal land loss, they are far from the only ones: around the world, alliances of govern-
ments, NGOs, corporate philanthropy, environmental scientists, and communities are drawing 
up plans for the future of their coasts.

Th is article takes coastal Louisiana as one starting point for understanding the global emer-
gence of projects to defi ne, manage, and plan coastal areas. Our ethnographic fi eldwork in the 
region has meant engaging with the long and complicated histories of such endeavors locally, 
leading us to consider, too, the burgeoning attention around the world to coasts over the last fi ve 
decades. Louisiana’s coastal land loss is frequently depicted in local and national media accounts 
as a forerunner to impending widespread national and planetary environmental catastrophe. 
But these representations oft en gloss over the legacies of exclusion and extraction that expose 
some coastal communities, including Black and Indigenous ones, to place-loss through the 

This article is available open access under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license as part of Berghahn Open Anthro, 
a subscribe-to-open model for APC-free open access made possible by the journal’s subscribers. 



44 ◾ Th eodore Hilton and Sheehan Moore

double perils of planned dispossession and passive neglect. Here we follow Françoise Vergès, 
who urges a consideration of global warming and its responses “outside of the limits of ‘climate 
change’ and in the context of the inequalities produced by racial capital” (2017: 74). We take her 
framework for a “racial capitalocene” as, in part, an analytic re-centering of the complexities of 
place elided by the dominant “material and symbolic politics of global environmental change” 
(Moore 2019: 143).

Along the lower Mississippi River, the history of coastal zone fl ood control has long been 
the story of colonial, plantation, and industrial capital demanding state investment in protec-
tion (Maldonado 2018; O’Neill 2006; Th eriot 2014). As with fi scal policies designed to support 
white planters that fostered a twentieth-century petrochemical boom (Luke and Heynen 2020; 
Woods 2017b), this logic of shift ing responsibility for risk mitigation from property owners to 
the state extends through contemporary coastal management interventions that protect coastal 
industrial sites and distribution channels (Randolph 2018). Flood control in the United States 
was elevated to the federal government most notably with the Flood Control Act of 1928, which 
made protection the purview of the US Army Corps of Engineers (USACE). Th is conjuncture 
of state, capital, and water off ers an entry for thinking through coastal planning and the spatial 
expansion of capitalism, especially as USACE expanded logistics infrastructures and environ-
mental management projects globally throughout the twentieth century (Khalili 2018). While 
our focus in this article is primarily on planning endeavors led by formal government bodies, 
our intention is not to treat state authority as totalizing or a given,1 but to highlight some com-
monalities and tendencies in these activities. In doing so, we suggest some throughlines in the 
situations facing coastal residents around the world, as well as in the emerging literature that 
engages these issues.

Modern coastal management plans2 began to emerge across Europe and the United States 
during the 1970s, heralded in the latter by the Coastal Zone Management Act of 1972 and 
Jimmy Carter’s 1980 proclamation of the “Year of the Coast.” Th ese new plans—including in 
Greece, France, and the United Kingdom—together with international undertakings by the UN, 
NATO, and the OECD, responded to the rise of environmental movements and the intensifi -
cation of petrochemical and port-centered capital in coastal zones during this period (Camhis 
and Coccossis 1982). Th e postwar expansion in the United States of a privatized and land-
intensive white leisure culture had the middle classes heading to the shore in droves to swim, 
boat, and fi sh, further straining fragile ecosystems (Zile 1974). In this sense, coastal planning 
has, from the outset, existed squarely within—and aimed to mediate between—the apparently 
contradictory forces of conservation and development (see Abram and Weszkalnys 2013: 5). Yet 
time and again, these forces have served only to legitimate each other further, at the expense of 
any meaningful, place-based eff orts at socioecological repair. Amelia Moore (2019) and Paige 
West (2016) capture this dynamic incisively in their ethnographic studies of, respectively, tour-
istic marketing strategies in the Bahamas and racial narratives of conservation, tourism, and 
extraction in Papua New Guinea.

On a transnational level, the 2015 United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (UNSDG) 
framework in part tasks national governments, corporations, and NGOs with sharing respon-
sibility for ensuring the productive capacity of coastal regions, specifi cally in the face of climate 
change (United Nations 2015). A related call for multilateral ocean governance through the 
UNSDG foregoes prior representations of the ocean as a collective resource and object of state 
governance in favor of partnerships between government, industry, and civil society to manage 
anthropogenic environmental change (Spalding and de Ycaza 2020). Most recently, the UN has 
declared the Decade of Ecosystem Restoration, refl ecting a trend in environmental paradigms 
whereby “sustainability” gives way to “restoration” (Usher 2022). Across these global policy 
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initiatives, coasts are widely regarded for their productive capacities and development poten-
tial, and the impetus to protect or restore them oft en derives explicitly or implicitly from their 
centrality to production and distribution. Th e shift  to expand the scope of coastal and ocean 
management and the actors involved refl ects broadly observed tendencies in global capitalism 
toward further dispersing risk (Chernilo 2021), obscuring capital’s centrality in state planning 
(Riles 2018) and securing corporate accumulation opportunities against the specter of disaster 
(Klein 2007).

Despite this remarkable confl uence of political mobilization, capital, land, and nature, a cohe-
sive critical anthropological literature on coastal planning has, until recently, been absent. To 
date, the only broad assessment of the discipline’s attention to coastal planning comes in Bob 
Pokrant and Laura Stocker’s review, which envisions anthropologists “assisting coastal popula-
tions to adapt to the impacts of [climate change]” (2011: 179) and critiques planning’s risk calcu-
lations as “linear, reductionist, and focused on physical threats to buildings and infrastructure, 
less commonly on threats to ecosystems, and rarely on threats to human experience of the coast 
and the meaning that gives to people’s lives” (2011: 186). In this way, Pokrant and Stocker join 
a tradition of criticism targeting modernist urban planning epistemologies (e.g., Holston 1998) 
and the construction of environmental disaster (see Barrios 2017; Oliver-Smith and Hoff man 
2002). However, they stop short of assessing coastal planning and management as emerging, 
far-reaching systems of governing people and land or as claims about and representations of 
environmental futures. Political ecological studies, meanwhile, have long drawn links between 
land, property, power, and environmental degradation (Andersson et al. 2011; Blaikie and Brook-
fi eld 1987; Peluso 1992). We attempt to pull these threads together as we consider how scholars 
are approaching the complex knot of coastal land loss and state planning. Our review highlights 
and thematizes an innovative and still largely recent literature that draws on this critical planning 
and political ecological work while urgently responding to the present moment.

In what follows, we advance three interrelated lines of critique that emerge from this lit-
erature and that we consider vital for an anthropology of coastal planning. First, the study of 
coastal planning can productively draw from critical work on urban and regional planning, but 
also involves notably diff erent orientations to space and time. Coastal planning plans against a 
future full of potential threats and reinforces divisions between the natural and social through 
specifi c constructions of the coastal zone as a space. Second, for all its novelty and talk of crisis, 
coastal planning and restoration infrastructures are inseparable from—and oft en reproduce—
the arrangements of power in part responsible for land loss. And fi nally, planning imperatives 
constrain the meanings that adhere to “land,” eliding long histories of dispossession as well as 
present-day movements for land defense. Th ese themes emerge from our time spent living and 
conducting research in Louisiana, but we see their recurrence across diverse coastal geographies 
where similar planning eff orts are underway.

Th e Space and Time of Coastal Planning

We’ll never get to the point where we’re done with it. Restoration’s going to be a way of life 

for us.

—National Audubon Society representative at a public coastal planning meeting 

in the Lower Ninth Ward of New Orleans, February 2020

Coastal planning is a spatial and temporal project—one that can become a “way of life” orga-
nized against future threats to a place called the coast. Simone Abram and Gina Weszkalnys 
(2013) observe that anthropologists have taken up planning infrequently, preferring broader 
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studies of politics or the state, and that when they have, the focus has been decidedly Foucauld-
ian and spatial (e.g., Ferguson 1994; Scott 1999). Th e risk they identify in these approaches is a 
tendency to take state plans as totalizing and successful, while remaining analytically discon-
nected from the human and nonhuman objects of planning. Th ough Abram and Weszkalnys’s 
survey of historical and contemporary anthropological texts highlights important contribu-
tions to urban and regional development planning—including in colonial, post-colonial, and 
Soviet contexts—engagement with the environmental dimensions of contemporary planning 
remains mostly absent from these. Urban planning has long aimed to domesticate or rationalize 
messy environmental conditions, though, especially as it concerns the management of water (as 
Bremner [2020] discusses in Chennai, India). While this planned rationalization of space has 
largely dominated critiques, a renewed attention in the social sciences to temporality off ers one 
avenue by which to expand our understanding of planning. Th is corpus includes incisive work 
around the temporal dimensions of crisis (Masco 2017; Roitman 2013), environment and disas-
ter (Adam 2005; Nixon 2011), resources and waste (Ferry and Limbert 2008; Hecht 2018), infra-
structure (Carse and Kneas 2019; Gupta 2018), and colonialism (Davis and Todd 2017; Rifk in 
2017; Whyte 2018). Planning, as an explicitly forward-looking attempt to manage “the passage 
into the future” (Abram and Weszkalnys 2013: 2), is a clear site for these theoretical interven-
tions. While critical work on planning makes rich contributions, in this section we contend that 
coastal planning introduces novel considerations—around time, space, and the role of nature 
across these—that are not entirely reducible to a literature dominated by attention to urban or 
regional development with rationalization and progress as its aim.3

Across planning settings, the strategies that planners adopt depend in part on their ability to 
correctly anticipate threats. If urban planning implies a kind of optimism around the promise 
of an improvable future and managed unknowns (Abbott 2005), in coastal planning this sense 
of linear, progressive development is frequently displaced by the scale of climate uncertainties 
and even pessimism about what is to come. Environmental and political unpredictability per-
vades climate adaptation planning, and social science research has been particularly attentive 
to the interface of expertise and uncertainty (Barnes 2016; Hallegatte 2009; Hastrup 2012; Pet-
ryna 2022). Vincanne Adams, Michelle Murphy, and Adele Clarke (2009) off er insight into the 
aff ective and political valences of this uncertainty in their elaboration of anticipation. Increas-
ingly, they argue, hand-in-hand with the expansion of forecasting technologies, “anticipation is 
intensifying into a hegemonic formation” (2009: 248), warranting study as a feature of political 
economy and as a mode—and mood—of governance. Anticipation here relies on an ambiguity 
whereby the future “is always uncertain and yet is necessarily coming and so therefore always 
demanding a response” (2009: 249): we may not be sure what tomorrow brings, but we know we 
must act. Formulated in this way, anticipation appears a productive lens through which to con-
sider coastal planning, especially as it captures attempts by planners and scientists to predict the 
future and the political imperatives that accompany this uncertainty. In his account of coastal 
infrastructure in Singapore, Jerome Whitington (2016) shows how urban climate adaptation 
planners fl atten uncertainty into predictive forecasting models and, in doing so, reveal some-
thing of “the political stakes of climate change itself ” for governments preoccupied with man-
aging threats to population security (2016: 419; see also Mayer 2012). In Louisiana, frequently 
portrayed as “the place on the edge of a temporal cliff ” (Barra 2023: 2), coastal planners make 
no secret of their uncertainty. Th e Coastal Master Plan abounds with it, and with demands for 
immediate action: “Although our restoration and risk reduction eff orts must be based on sound 
and robust science,” the plan’s authors write, “we must also acknowledge that substantial uncer-
tainties remain, especially in regard to climate change. . . . We do know, however, that dramatic 
land loss will continue unless we act boldly” (CPRA 2017: 48).
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For Partha Chatterjee (1993), development planning depends on “the state as a planning 
authority” transforming its subjects into “a single body of knowledge” (1993: 207)—but also 
involves a kind of self-deception that imagines planning’s objects as external, knowable, and 
manageable by experts. From this view, uncertainty might appear as a series of blanks to be fi lled 
in by planners’ predictive models, incorporating ever-higher resolutions of data in the hopes 
of pinning down the most accurate representation of what is to come. Eric Nost (2022) off ers a 
critique of Louisiana’s coastal modeling in this vein, demonstrating how these data—and thus 
the picture that planners advance of possible or foreclosed futures—are inseparable from local 
politics, institutions, and austerity regimes. In Jahn Petter Johnsen and Bjørn Hersoug’s (2014) 
analysis, complex coastal systems are reduced to a set of stable, measurable “governance objects,” 
understood through shared language, perceptions of responsibility, and spatial representations. 
To the extent that coastal planning and its attendant modes of environmental governance rely 
on predictive modeling, anthropologists are well-equipped to consider the production and 
translation of the diverse data guiding the decisions of planners and policymakers. But, fol-
lowing Adams, Murphy, and Clark (2009), we might also approach uncertainty as potentially 
foundational to anticipatory state planning—asking not only how planners attempt to resolve 
uncertainty, but also about the kinds of politics animated by a planning apparatus that, in Loui-
siana, disavows its capacity “to provide any guarantees about the future” (CPRA 2017: 29).

Th is uncertainty may also undermine the authoritative expertise that has driven planning 
historically (see Mitchell 2002). As planning paradigms increasingly guide the identifi cation 
and management of environmental problems, scientists with backgrounds in environmen-
tal and physical fi elds are tasked with more applied, project-based planning work, and with 
adjudicating urgent priorities and the scope of possible remediation. To this end, the make-up 
of coastal planning departments also warrants attention, as do the specifi c understandings of 
nature and related concepts that scientists import from their fi elds. Th ese scientists oft en occupy 
precarious, contingent positions within institutions with increasingly ambitious agendas—work 
cultures and planning practices that alike refl ect an ethos of “resilience,” binding scientists in a 
position of “accept[ing] unconditionally the conditions of the present, even as [they] plan for a 
radically open future” (Özden-Schilling 2022: 74)

Temporally uncertain coastal interventions also produce new spaces for planning, invoking 
regional spatial categories that draw together ecological and human processes—and their gov-
ernance—in novel ways. Refl ecting on coastal management trends, Marios Camhis and Harry 
Coccossis recognized a then-nascent development in planning: “Th e 1970s witnessed the birth 
of a new object of enquiry: the coastal zone. Th e strip of land and sea that has been the spatial 
setting of the modern world system, has only recently been identifi ed by planners and scientists 
as a spatial area that which requires special study and treatment” (1982: 92). Th ey attribute this 
emergence both to changes in the concentration of (especially petrochemical) industrial capital 
and to the rise of an environmental movement responding to human impacts on coastal ecosys-
tems.4 If for Abram and Weszkalnys (2013), planning eff orts emerge to mediate capitalism’s con-
tradictions, then on the coast specifi cally we see plans as attempts to control spatially the kinds 
of economic crisis and environmental degradation that Camhis and Coccossis describe—what 
Michael Ekers and Scott Prudham (2015) term “socio-ecological fi xes” (see also Carton 2019). 
Accordingly, early attempts at the management of coastal resources and zoning helped defi ne 
the geographic ground for the planning interventions that soon followed.

Th is ground is never a given. Rather, coastal planning and governance produce “the coast” or 
“the coastal zone” as shift ing places, oft en with a “defi nitional ambiguity and conceptual insuffi  -
ciency” (Leyshon 2018: 151). Jessica Cattelino contends that managing water means that “move-
ment through space, not only scale, becomes the focus of governance” (2015: 246), challenging 
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settler states’ concepts of sovereignty rooted in territorial fi xity. Caterina Scaramelli (2021) cen-
ters this shift ing and material fl uidity in Turkey’s Kızılırmak River delta as she critiques eff orts 
to manage its continued productivity. Her ethnographic work with farmers demonstrates how 
the concept of “delta” that geographers and environmental scientists deploy fails to account for 
its constitution “within national and transnational fl ows and processes, from the movement of 
the river’s sediments to global markets, national development subsidies, and transnational pop-
ulation exchanges and migration” (2021: 174). Coasts, in other words, are not simply the line 
where dry meets wet. Th ey are tangles of urban, semi-urban, rural, and industrial lands—fi rm, 
muddy, or entirely submerged—always with their own specifi c histories. To some residents past 
and present, they may be home, an escape, a “sportsman’s paradise,” or a place where you are 
stuck. To planners, permitting agencies, and industry, the coast may appear further subdivided 
into off shore, nearshore, or fastlands, each with implications for property and usage rights (see 
Camhis and Coccossis 1982: 92; Chitra [2021] discusses similar divisions through dumping 
practices in Mumbai). At times, it seems, the space conjured by coastal plans may be less “the 
coast” and more an archipelago of coastal capital demanding protection.

Following Scaramelli (2021), residents’ understandings of this space as they move through it 
or stay put—informed by material and historical forces that include displacement, enslavement, 
and gentrifi cation, but also kinship, tidal fl ows, and nonhuman animal life—can further shape 
or challenge the dominant geographies of states and planners. In Ryan Anderson’s (2022) study 
of coastal California, affl  uent owners of high-value properties rejected a “managed retreat” from 
the coast, arguing that real estate value should be the object of coastal stabilization interven-
tions. In other US cases, Liz Koslov (2016) has argued that many for whom community-led 
retreat may represent a diffi  cult yet desirable climate adaptation strategy are stymied by plan-
ning offi  cials who “dismiss [retreat] as a useful threat to encourage alternate courses of action” 
like behavior change or levee construction (2016: 361). Against a simple “restore or retreat” 
binary, Monica Patrice Barra turns to Black and Indigenous ecological practices as a starting 
point for imagining “alternative restorations” grounded in “the possibility, desire, and aspira-
tion to ‘be here’ into unforeseen futures” (2023: 15). Of course, what “here” looks like is never a 
settled matter, either, as coastal planning reconfi gures existing spatial categories for habitation, 
including rural–urban divides. For instance, some of Louisiana’s cornerstone restoration proj-
ects are set on terrain that is far from urban and oft en remote to any population center—but the 
state’s planners intend them to protect “the coast” broadly, including people and fi xed capital in 
small fi shing or agricultural communities and along oil and gas corridors, in addition to cities 
like Houma, Lafayette, New Orleans, and Baton Rouge. Planning for these cities’ futures may 
thus mean restoring a barrier island or diverting sediment many miles downstream. Such inter-
ventions extend and transform the geography of planning for urban protection and improve-
ment, “rework[ing] its periphery” (Lewis and Ernstson 2019: 4) while reshaping water, land, 
and sediment.

Inextricable from these spatial transformations are the particular notions of nature that con-
structing the coast depends on and deploys. But as Fernando Coronil cautions, “nature is so 
deeply associated with space and geography that these categories oft en stand as metaphors for 
each other” (1997: 23), leaving nature as a kind of place that planning scrambles to return us 
to through restoration. Th us a key intervention of political ecology, and the anthropology of 
coastal planning specifi cally, is to historicize and temporalize nature. Laura Ogden (2008) traces 
how the “politics of nature,” operating through heterogeneous state bureaucracies, produce “the 
ecosystem” as an object (and the spatial terrain) for water management policy in the Everglades. 
Globally, coastal planners have adapted strategies that purport to “work with nature” (see Ges-
ing 2016) in ways that risk both erasing long histories of human environmental management 
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and naturalizing the drivers of coastal land loss (Barra 2023; Colten 2021). Restoring “natu-
ral” processes and “living with water” (Waggoner and Ball n.d.) are the order of the day, oft en 
positioned against “hard” structural interventions supposedly aimed at taming or dominating 
nature and rooted in “command and control” management approaches (Holling and Meff e 
1996).5 Sarah Vaughn argues that the use of mangroves in Guyanese sea defense in turn recon-
fi gures “who or what should count as expert in the Anthropocene” (2017: 261). In Louisiana, 
meanwhile, a central paradox of state-led eff orts is the Coastal Master Plan’s repeated invocation 
of an idyllic ecological coast full of “natural capital” and, simultaneously, of a “working coast” 
that provides the labor needed to extract that capital (CPRA 2017: ES-10). Restoration of a 
prior romantic nature, and protection from a threatening one in the future, demands action 
to secure the viability of “what Louisiana’s coast provides the region and country through its 
ports, natural habitat for birds and other wildlife, and protection for oil and gas infrastructure” 
(CPRA 2017: ES-10)—as well as the income the state derives from mineral revenues.6 In short, 
as we explore in the following section, the “natural” coast and the planning required to save it 
are oft en inseparable from the protection they off er to the industry largely responsible for its 
endangerment. Understanding how offi  cials put Nature to work conceptually—and how this 
concept is territorialized, contested, and historicized—is central to an analysis of coastal plan-
ning. Just as similar rhetoric is leveraged toward greenwashed accumulation and development 
(Checker 2020; Fairhead et al. 2012; Katz 1998), planning’s categorical divisions between natu-
ral and human causes may naturalize the impacts of extraction and reproduce a Nature whose 
defense demands unquestioning action.

What Planning Protects

Crisis talk today seeks to stabilize an institution, practice, or reality rather than interrogate 

the historical conditions of possibility for that endangerment to occur.

—Joseph Masco, “Th e Crisis in Crisis”7

Much of the coastal planning we encounter suff ers from constraints on all sides. Overwhelm-
ingly well-intentioned planners are attempting desperate measures to save important ecosys-
tems and minimize threats to humans, but the apparatus within which they operate tends to 
inherit the worst of both traditional planning bureaucracy and NGO conservationism. Deci-
sions are oft en tied to political appointments, tethered to shift ing government priorities, and 
dependent on mercurial windfall funding opportunities like appropriations bills or the whims of 
philanthropic foundations—all evaluated through success metrics oft en imported from totally 
unrelated contexts. At the same time, a sense of urgency pervades the work, rooted in threats to 
coastal populations but also to the arrangements of power and capital from which state planning 
eff orts emerge. Below, we explore the role of planning in the reproduction of these arrange-
ments, primarily through work grounded in Louisiana and the surrounding region. We sug-
gest that literature on infrastructure off ers anthropologists one avenue for understanding these 
dynamics more broadly.

To date, one of the most rigorous studies of the “historical conditions of possibility” in plan-
ning remains Clyde Woods’s ([1998] 2017a) analysis of the Lower Mississippi Delta Develop-
ment Commission, its place in a long line of capital fi xes for local crises that reproduce the 
plantocracy, and the counter-emergence of a blues epistemology to sustain Black life.8 On the 
coast, Diane Austin (2006) considers contemporary land loss within the much longer history 
of landholding and property regimes in southeast Louisiana. Th is includes the consolidation 
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of land fi rst by plantation owners who oversaw the construction of navigation canals and fl ood 
control structures, then by the timber and oil industries that secured rights from local land-
owners and took over public leases.9 For centuries, mobilization by Southern planters and other 
landowners for government management of fl ood protections like levees has led to the pri-
oritization of these shorter-term defenses—oft en destructive in the long term—over wetlands 
protection (O’Neill 2006). Th e nascent environmentalism around wetlands destruction in the 
1920s, for instance, was quickly quashed in the wake of the catastrophic 1927 Mississippi River 
fl ood as the federal government moved instead to channelize the entire river (Austin 2006: 676).

Because of the 1927 fl ood and others, the early twentieth century saw expansions in Lou-
isiana’s levee system and fl ood protection infrastructure—notably in New Orleans with the 
construction of a complex system of pumps and canals to lower the water table, enabling dras-
tic urban expansion into what was until then swampland (Maldonado 2018). For many, water 
management infrastructure affi  rmed municipal and state government power over unruly nature 
(Colten 2005). Th is environmental management regime from the outset required constant 
modifi cation and expansion in response to a series of disasters and the demands of capital: river 
channelization and spillways built on the previous centuries’ eff orts to mitigate fl oods while 
improving navigation, taller and more fortifi ed levees followed Hurricane Betsy in 1965 and 
Katrina in 2005. Today, there is a general recognition among Louisianans that such structural 
modifi cations exacerbated the problem of coastal land loss, largely by restricting sediment fl ows 
into wetlands (Gagliano et al. 1981).

Th e rise of consolidated eff orts to plan state responses similarly has its roots in protecting 
investment and development. Th e Louisiana State and Local Coastal Resources Management 
Act of 1978, for instance, created the Offi  ce of Coastal Management as a subsidiary of the state’s 
Department of Natural Resources (DNR)—the same department responsible for issuing oil and 
gas leases. DNR also oversaw early coastal plans backed by the Coastal Wetlands Planning, Pro-
tection, and Restoration Act (CWPPRA) of 1990, which marked the beginning of sustained fed-
eral investment in planning coastal restoration. Internationally, the 1990s saw UN-sponsored 
coastal programs begin to merge top-down development visions with a sense of existential 
urgency in the face of anthropogenic climate change (Moore 2010). Like UN and other global 
eff orts, CWPPRA and ensuing partnerships in Louisiana mobilized a development-oriented 
rationale for coastal projects, envisioning an environment best positioned to support doing 
business into the future. Here, where much of the nation’s petroleum products pass through 
processing and export facilities, “business” means oil and gas—the same industry responsible 
for dredging over 10,000 miles of destructive canals through wetlands (Turner and McClen-
achan 2018). While it may seem counterintuitive for Louisiana to invest so extensively in proj-
ects that protect environmentally detrimental coastal economic activity, the windfall from these 
activities is also a major source of funding for restoration eff orts. Th ese funds come primarily 
in the form of state mineral revenues from extraction, as well as from BP’s record-shattering 
settlements following the 2010 Deepwater Horizon oil rig blowout in the Gulf of Mexico. Ian 
Gray (2021) refers to this paradox as a “treadmill of protection” and notes that a less obvious 
goal of planning is to assuage industry anxieties around coastal risk. Th us, as the scale of land 
loss becomes apparent, endeavors like coastal master plans are also “complex market signaling 
devices” (Gray 2021: 205) that shore up regions against capital fl ight.

With this in mind, critical work examining the distribution of responsibility for coasts across 
heterogeneous state institutions and the private sector contribute important insights about the 
organization of governance and the interests informing coastal planning priorities. Already four 
decades ago, Camhis and Coccossis warned of “the multiplicity and fragmentation of respon-
sibilities of the authorities involved in coastal areas” (1982: 96). In their fi eldwork in Austra-
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lia, Elissa Waters and Jon Barnett found that, for all the valorization of “local [government] 
autonomy,” wide-scale devolution of coastal planning contributed to inequitable distribution 
of eff ective response due to “inconsistencies in policies, decisions, funding, legal liabilities 
and temporalities” (2018: 711). Crucially, Waters and Barnett also interrogate the contingent, 
mutable nature of “the public” conjured by environmental planning discourses, joining critiques 
of public participation processes broadly and in coast-specifi c contexts (Few et al. 2007; Staeheli 
et al. 2009; Treby and Clark 2010). Jacob Lipsman (2020) investigates the sizable but largely 
ineff ectual opposition to Louisiana sediment diversions by considering the kinds of dissent 
excluded from state planning decisions, including through these very mechanisms of participa-
tion that profess to ensure their inclusion.

But even as planning processes illuminate these existing dynamics between governments, 
industry, and people, we might take up Karen O’Neill’s observation that “infrastructure builds 
the state” (2006: 3) to ask how coastal restoration projects also transform these relationships. 
In this sense, historic and ongoing contests over structural measures to reduce coastal environ-
mental risk can be considered through broader anthropological studies of infrastructure, which 
emphasizes the productive temporal, social, and political power of planning and development 
(Anand et al. 2018; Hetherington 2019). Proposed solutions like sediment diversions, barrier 
island creation, and marsh restoration—invoked as the end product of coastal planning—merit 
the kinds of critical reading aff orded to the more traditional transportation, energy, and water 
infrastructure (see A. Barry 2013; Harvey and Knox 2015; von Schnitzler 2017). Th is requires 
specifi c attention to the ways infrastructure aids in reproducing and shaping particular polit-
ical orders—including racial regimes, as Rosa Ficek (2018) observes in Puerto Rico the wake 
of Hurricane Maria. Anne Spice’s (2018) analysis of the criminalization of Indigenous land 
defense through industry-backed critical infrastructure legislation leads her to a more expan-
sive counter-notion of what truly critical infrastructure might include. By demonstrating how 
infrastructure can transform state power through its weaponization against Indigenous people 
and territory in British Columbia, Spice off ers ways to consider, in turn, what it means to sustain 
life and place—whose life? whose place?—on the colonized coast. As we show in the next sec-
tion, planning too oft en fl attens these questions through a binary calculus of land lost or saved.

Abstracting “Land”

The Drive to Build Land: . . . People who enjoy coastal Louisiana’s birding, hunting, and 

boating want those activities to remain vital parts of their lives. Such desires show a deep 

appreciation for the landscape and a recognition that the coast’s value goes beyond simple 

utility. Th is recognition is at the heart of our experience as coastal Louisianans, and it is this 

value we are called to sustain.

—Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority of Louisiana10

In Louisiana, planning literature invokes the coast as an idyllic commons and the shared heritage 
of Louisianans.11 Public-facing documents, billboards, and advertisements extol the collective 
social benefi ts of coastal stabilization. Yet for all its language of responsiveness to communities 
and symbiosis with nature, coastal planning here remains fundamentally preoccupied with pro-
tecting land in a much narrower sense—that is, the projects proposed by state agencies do not 
address what it means to inhabit and thrive on the land, but rather aim simply to keep it dry and 
mitigate fl ood risk (see Barra 2023). On this land, across southern Louisiana, refi neries, pipe-
lines, ports, and other infrastructure associated with oil and gas threaten residents with carcino-
genic air pollution, deadly accidents, and massive spills of oil and other pollutants (Hemmerling 
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et al. 2021)—oft en from release events during hurricanes that the industry has little incentive to 
minimize (Yoder and Moore 2022). Th e legacy of wetlands dredging is a direct cause of land loss 
today, and the climate impacts of extracting and burning fossil fuels contributes to the sea level 
rise and storm intensity that further erodes land. Th e cumulative impacts of colonial expro-
priation and forced migration of Indigenous nations, together with the plantation system and 
entrenched white supremacy, set southern Louisiana up to be an “energy sacrifi ce zone” (Mal-
donado 2018) disproportionately aff ecting these communities. Th ey are also the communities 
leading the defense of land against fossil fuel development and climate change.12

By using a restrictive conception of land, the benefi ts of coastal plans are presented as scal-
able, portable across contexts, and in terms of areas and volumes abstracted from any specifi city 
of place. For example, an annual update to the Master Plan boasts “23 dredging projects slated 
for construction totaling 86.8 million cubic yards of sediment to create or nourish more than 
16,308 acres” (CPRA 2022). Coastal residents and environmental justice groups have critiqued 
these kinds of projections for obscuring the actual uneven impacts of coastal management proj-
ects on their communities’ ability to access place and on the endurance of the ecosystems they 
rely on (Domingue 2022). “Land” is thus consistently abstracted out to the benefi t of large-scale 
restoration projects that both hide their negative consequences and forestall critiques by claim-
ing a broader social mandate for action.

Industry is a key “stakeholder” in Louisiana planning consultations, along with other entities 
that control the most land in terms of acreage and economic output, including ports, corporate 
enterprises, and municipal governments. A reductive above-water/underwater conception of 
land loss works to their advantage. It is also a conception that stems naturally from technocratic, 
adaptation science risk modeling and fl ows into policy through state and philanthropic insti-
tutions. Mitigation banking, for instance, facilitates companies’ access to coastal development 
permits by selling credits to compensate for wetlands destruction—oft en on sites far from the 
aff ected area (Hammer 2020), as if land in one part of the coastal zone is interchangeable with 
any other. Th is paradigm also works to invalidate claims for protection of place lodged especially 
by Black, Indigenous, and poor communities excluded from planning decisions, whose rela-
tionships to coastal places are oft en characterized by more transitory habitation (Verdin 2020), 
collective ownership (R. Fleming et al. 2016), and/or subsistence practices (Ferguson-Bohnee 
2015; Lowitt 2014)—all while technological advancements allow coastal stakeholder status to 
extend to outside parties ever further from the land in question (McKinley et al. 2021). Dis-
proportionate impacts of coastal change are at times leveraged to universalize and signal new 
opportunities—for example, the place of vulnerability discourse in producing new “scientifi c, 
political, and touristic realities” for small island states facing sea level rise (Moore 2010: 128)—
or to invalidate the perspectives of communities facing climate-related dispossession by casting 
such groups as existing in a prior nature and culture (West 2016).

Generic, reductive representations advanced in planning can further constrain the terms 
through which coastal communities and landscapes fi gure as worth protecting. Community 
practices are frequently depicted as picturesque or as leisure activities in an eff ort to ensure 
broad appeal, aimed at tourism-focused decision-makers and incorporated into coastal plans 
at the expense of protecting actual livability. In Costa Verde, Peru, for example, affl  uent surfers 
eff ectively protested an infrastructure project that they saw as disturbing the “natural beauty” 
of the coast, replicating the language of tourism boosters and reproducing racist and anti-poor 
urban spatial arrangements (Viatori and Scheuring 2020). Surfi ng, sport fi shing, and other 
forms of recreation and ecotourism serve as ideal images of coastal land, appearing, for exam-
ple, in restoration and planning contexts in Australia (Lazarow 2007) and Brazil (Arroyo et 
al. 2019). Th ese same images can have devastating eff ects on coastal communities and ecosys-
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tems in places reliant on tourism, as exemplifi ed in Puerto Rico following Hurricane Maria 
(García-Quijano and Lloréns 2022).

Linked to the construction of coastal land as a touristic landscape is its fi guration as resil-
ient. Debates concerning resilience encapsulate some ambiguities of environmental precarity 
and planning. Emerging from such disparate fi elds as psychology, ecology, and engineering, 
“resilience” became a buzzword in the early 2000s, with popular literature extolling the impor-
tance of “emotional resilience” and “business resilience.” In the wake of Hurricane Katrina, 
“community resilience” became a shorthand for hazard preparedness and anticipation (Col-
ten et al. 2008). Adaptive infrastructures were marketed as “promoting resilience” and then 
later as “resilient infrastructures” (J. Brown et al. 2018). By 2012, “resilience” was as frequently 
attributed to landscapes, regions, and adaptive interventions (Flood and Schechtman 2014). In 
some ways, resilience’s mainstream applications refl ect its origins in physics and ecology. Yet its 
use in environmental planning discourse can obscure the uneven topographies of social and 
ecological vulnerability upon which interventions take place (Barrios 2016; K. Brown 2014). A 
growing coastal planning literature addresses some elements of these critiques by elaborating a 
collaborative or “coproduction” approach to coastal planning (Tubridy et al. 2022). Others off er 
something like a “nested approach” linking “bottom up” and “top down” planning at several 
scales (Diggon et al. 2021). One challenge with these interventions is that they presuppose state 
entities are invested in extending equitable protection rather than attending to the contexts and 
power relations surrounding them (see Walsh 2019).

Recent work has addressed these layers of exclusion in the coastal context by reintroduc-
ing a specifi city of land and place. R. Dean Hardy, Richard Milligan, and Nik Heynen (2017) 
off er “coastal racial formation” as a concept for recognizing the racialized production of uneven 
coastal climate impacts. Th eir framework, centering Black residents of Georgia’s Sapelo Island, 
connects the “deep history” of exclusionary institutions, uneven racial development, and pres-
ent-day barriers to Black participation engagement in reciprocal patterns that shape the fi elds of 
climate science and planning policy. Barra employs a similar frame to elaborate the “entwined 
histories of regional racial formations and coastal science in southeast Louisiana” (2021: 269). In 
her analysis, environmental engineering on the Mississippi River delta has always refl ected and 
re-entrenched racialized hierarchies and exclusions, trends that inform present-day interven-
tions as well as community experiences of them: enslaved laborers built the fi rst levees (J. Barry 
1997); Black, migrant, and incarcerated low-wage workers expanded the federal levee system in 
the early 1920s (Woods [1998] 2017a); and river overfl ow spillways were routed through poor 
communities of color, rationalized by appeals to broader social and environmental benefi ts. 
Mullenite’s (2019) work on Guyanese fl ood control connects historic racially exclusionary poli-
cies to inequitable climate adaptation and the rise of authoritarianism.

In the United States, control over land and space—including the abstracting of land as prop-
erty—always occurs in the context of the settler state and the history of colonization. Nathan 
Jessee (2022) off ers “decontextualization” as one way that state-backed adaptation and mitiga-
tion projects transform coasts into settler colonial frontiers, naming the process by which state 
planning priorities strip the contributions and specifi city of Indigenous experiences of coastal 
change. Th is is paradigmatically refl ected in the resettlement eff orts of the Isle de Jean Charles 
Band of Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe. In 2016, a long-standing and inclusive tribal plan-
ning process was sidelined when the state of Louisiana secured a $48 million HUD National 
Disaster Resilience Competition grant.13 Tribal leaders’ perspectives and buy-in, required for 
Louisiana’s application for the funds, were subsequently erased by “state eff orts to transform 
the resettlement from what Tribal leaders viewed as ‘an act of cultural survival’ to a scalable 
model for managed retreat policy” (Jessee 2022: 277).14 Borrowing Spice’s (2018) terminology, 
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the state may have purported to incorporate Indigenous perspectives in defi ning “critical infra-
structures,” but it assigned the designation only to things “that are not alive,” thereby eschewing 
“a world of relations, fl ows, and circulations that the settler state has attempted to destroy and 
supplant” (2018: 42, 49). Lazrus and colleagues call attention to this tendency and make the case 
for decolonial, intercultural partnerships around climate preparation (2022: 2). Taken together, 
the ethnographic attention these authors bring to coastal belonging and political life off ers a 
counterweight to land measured in acres and cubic yards. By historicizing the present crisis in 
specifi cally racial and colonial terms, these texts recast seemingly neutral techno-fi xes and illu-
minate possibilities beyond them.

Countertopographies for Future Coasts

While our center of gravity throughout this review has been coastal Louisiana where we work, 
the thematic lines we see emerging in the literature suggest translocal resonance for the study 
of coastal planning around the world. We draw inspiration from the work of Cindi Katz, whose 
notion of countertopographies imagines contour lines connecting disparate localities through 
their relationships to social processes like dispossession, displacement, and toxic exposure, 
while enabling new solidarities and comparative analysis (Katz 2004). Weaving always-imper-
fect theoretical frameworks around place-based social relations, these “renegade cartographies 
. . . struggle to name a diff erent spatiality and chart the politics to produce it” (Katz 1996).

Global eff orts under the heading of coastal planning are marshaling new spatial and tempo-
ral orientations while seeking to protect land in only the most reductive senses; a countertopo-
graphic approach to the threats posed by climate change and destructive development would 
insist on the specifi city of place and the materiality of coastal infrastructure. Across coastal 
ecosystems, communities’ experiences of management, adaptation, and even relocation tell us 
something about the “sediments” of “people, place, and power” through histories of displace-
ment and underdevelopment (Faria 2017: 584). Th is is especially important at a moment when 
planning rhetoric has shift ed decidedly away from development optimism toward the language 
of a resigned and uncertain non-mastery in the face of ecological crisis. A translocal compara-
tive analysis of planning and its sediments can keep in focus the aspects of planning that remain 
essentially dispossessive and hierarchical despite these discursive moves, all without losing sight 
of the ever-changing relationships between states, land, people, and coastal environments. Like 
the contour lines on a map, analytic lines between places—and plans—can tell us something 
about where we stand in relation to terrain both nearby and further afi eld. Th ey help us under-
stand what is ahead and what to expect, giving us clues about how just coastal futures could 
unfold.
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 ◾ NOTES

 1. To the contrary, coastal planning and water management off er generative sites to study political con-

testation and internal diff erentiation within state institutions (see Ogden 2008).

 2. We refer to both coastal planning and coastal management throughout this review. In practice, these 

terms are oft en used interchangeably. On its own, “management” tends to be associated with conser-

vation, resources, and development, with “planning” referring to its explicitly future-oriented dimen-

sion—eventually including climate adaptation planning.

 3. See Barbara Adam (2005: 108) for the challenges that environmental hazards pose to liberal demo-

cratic attempts to quantify and plan.

 4. Zigurds Zile’s (1974) legislative history of the Coastal Zone Management Act traces similar conserva-

tionist and industrial forces in the United States.

 5. Alex Arnall (2022), however, argues for more careful ethnographic examination of hard coastal pro-

tection measures. While these are readily assimilated into critiques of modernist attempts to stabilize 

boundaries (between water and land, nature and the human), stopping there risks “underplay[ing] 

the signifi cance of sea defences to the making and unmaking of individual lives in coastal communi-

ties” (Arnall 2022: 2).

 6. Fernando Coronil’s (1997) study of extraction in Venezuela off ers a rich and relevant theorization of 

the relationship between land, ground rent, and the territorialization of the state.

 7. Masco 2017: S73.

 8. See Alex Moulton and Inge Salo’s (2022) survey of Black geographies and ecologies for a thorough 

review of Black spatial critique.

 9. Brian Walter (2022) draws on this history to show coastal protection eff orts around historic sites in 

Charleston are “plantation infrastructures” that “attempt to stabilize landscapes in order to extract 

value from the landscape and its inhabitants.”

 10. CPRA 2017: Appendix B, 17.

 11. Notably, 80 percent of Louisiana’s coast is privately owned. Under Louisiana law, submerged land 

reverts to the state, including mineral rights (Sneath 2020).

 12. To name only a few such groups: Rise St. James, Th e Vessel Project, Imagine Water Works, Another 

Gulf Is Possible, Th e Descendants Project, Inclusive Louisiana, Justice and Beyond, and the L’Eau Est 

La Vie Camp.

 13. See Fleming’s (2019) evaluation of environmental design competition models that pit communities 

against each other for resources.
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 14. As Kyle Whyte observes in his critique of settler “crisis epistemologies,” forced resettlement of 

Indigenous people has “served to further entrench the territorial power of the U.S. in Indigenous 

homelands. Th e reality that the U.S. has been in the resettlement business for generations is lost in 

discourses about climate change” (2020: 55).
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