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FRAMING DISASTER IN 
THE ‘GLOBAL VILLAGE’

Cultures of rationality in risk, 
security and news

Kenneth Hewitt

Introduction

Every culture and every age has its favourite model of perception and knowledge that it is
inclined to prescribe for everybody and everything.

McLuhan 1964, p. 21

In the disasters field, questions of culture fall into two main sets. First, since calamity
affects distinctive, often diverse, groups of people, the case for cultural awareness
and understanding, or efforts to minimise what are ‘lost in translation’, can be made.
This is usually stressed in encounters between different ethnic groups. However,
in modern societies, techno-scientific expertise or agency agendas of, say, disaster
risk reduction (DRR) or ‘homeland security’, hardly speak the languages of lay
publics and subcultures, or for multi-cultural cities. For them, cultural awareness
and communication can be equally important issues.

Second, the cultural forms and baggage of modernity exert enormous influence
in public life and professional disaster ideas or management agencies (cf. Douglas
1992, Steinberg 2000, Klein 2007, Hannigan 2012). Modern ideas shape how danger
and responses are addressed (cf. Burchell et al. 1991, Ericson and Haggerty 1997,
Franklin 1998, Gilbert 1998). Behind accepted forms are histories of social struggle
and so-called paradigm shifts (Green 1997, Quarantelli 1998). As discussed below,
some entrenched or newly advocated developments in the disasters field have
become problematic for thought and practice. They invite cultural critique.

Other chapters, and sources cited below, make the case for involving culture
and cultural critiques in DRR. It seems fair to say, however, that modern disaster
management largely ignores this in its own concerns. A positivist, ‘applied science’
or technocratic stance prevails, focused on material realities. Systems are supposed
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to be rationally devised to work with or towards an exact mirror of environmental
phenomena. Arbitrariness is despised. Science is required to respect the sovereign
facts, peer review and solutions constrained by clear methods. Even as one can
support such values, one must recognise them as just that. The dangers of an implied
superiority over alternatives can inhibit engagement with other cultures, generally
at risk communities, and awareness of biases in our own socially constructed forms.

Some elements of culture critique

A useful approach is to think of ‘culture’ as it is in ‘agriculture’ or ‘horticulture’.
Humans are likely to cultivate whatever they come into contact with: gardens,
clients, friendships and danger. With respect to nature, culture carries a sense of
taming or domestication. Lack of cultural debate in the disasters community may
reflect, in part, the dubious view of disasters as natural or ‘untamed’ threats.
Discussion of the counter-argument that most, if not all, modern disasters are more
appropriately called ‘unnatural’, even if earthquake or flood trigger them, is as much
a cultural as technical and practical debate. It speaks to modern interpretations of
disaster and responsibilities of the DRR community (cf. Wijkman and Timberlake
1984, Mileti 1999, Steinberg 2000).

Of cultivation, conversation and meaning

Cultivation has the comfortable ring of practicality but depends on broader cultural
matrices and worlds. Behind each situation are many conversations between
members of a group and outsiders. To appreciate a culture requires upbringing
and training, an ability to share experience with others by speaking the community’s
language(s). Societies live in webs of symbolic communication that give distinctive
meaning to feelings and perspectives, placing a huge burden on brainwork,
invention and dialogue. In the modern world, a range of media and institutionalised
exchanges add to and complicate more conventional cultural dialogues.

As knowledge workers, culturally given notions need our attention. They 
include definitions of ‘disaster’ itself – as Quarantelli (1998) insists. Other core con -
cepts with cultural overtones are hazards, accident, uncertainty, vulnerability and
resilience (cf. Green 1997, Bankoff 2001, Alexander and Davis 2012). Troublesome
ideas, shared with the larger cultural milieu, include ‘nature’, land management,
sustainability, security and social justice (see Wisner 2012, Hilhorst 2013, Renaud
et al. 2013).

Professionals, such as those in DRR, work within modern disciplines and
enterprises, and with evidence or messages developed in institutional frameworks
that have their own culture milieus. They include safety cultures, perhaps of ‘(high)
reliability’ and others that appear ‘risk-takers’. DRR activities require us to
negotiate with officials and community leaders, pre-existing agencies, laws and
protocols. Ideas inherited from our mentors and disciplines are hard to shake or
challenge, not least those ideas that some of us helped to set up and want to defend.

20 Kenneth Hewitt
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However, a culture is unlikely to take shape and persist without some consensus
among most members, or the more influential ones. A degree of continuity,
conformity and entrenched formality is required. Even so, cultures are rarely, if
ever, monolithic. Living cultures are partly transitional, if not provisional, struggling
to adapt to new conditions. Some try to return to or re-invent old ones. Cultural
concerns are most likely taken seriously when they seem threatened, or basic
disagreements and contradictions arise.

Some contradictions

Everything is permeated by ambivalence; there is no longer any unambiguous social
situation. Just as there are no more uncompromised actors on the stage of world history.

Bauman and Donskis 2013, p. 5

For its critics, modernity is an odd as well as a compelling and dangerous business.
It is said to favour material and secular values, evidence and demonstration over
traditional or privileged authority, innovation, growth and progress. As such, it
has had a good press. On the negative side, those values are constantly under attack
or are sources of conflict. ‘Rational’, industrialised forms have inspired some of
the worst disasters. Stalin and Hitler sit at the head of this table, but are not alone.
Discussions of disaster and modernity can hardly ignore the world wars. The greatest
calamities in history, they were conflicts between the most modern states and
generated many of today’s prevailing cultural forms, including how disasters are
treated (cf. Hewitt 1997).

For DRR the most troubling contradiction is, perhaps, how an increasing trend
in disaster losses coincides with unprecedented growth in disaster-related investment
and institutions. Few doubt that disaster numbers and losses have been growing
(EM-DAT 2013). Less often mentioned is the great expansion in resources and
organisations devoted to disaster concerns. Of late, profitable industries have
developed around disaster response in reinsurance, security technologies, relief and
reconstruction. According to Calhoun (2004), ‘management of emergencies [is] a
very big business [. . .] mobiliz[ing] tens of thousands of paid workers and volunteers
[. . .]’. Hannigan (2012, p. 22) finds ‘natural disasters’ to comprise, ‘[. . .] a global
policy field [. . .] becoming considerably more crowded and turbulent [with] the
influx of thousands of new NGOs into emergency operations [. . .]’. He identifies
further marked expansion – if greater confusion – as disaster management is
entwined with climate change adaptation. Meanwhile, some places and activities
do seem to enjoy safety standards, reliability and options far beyond anything in
the past. They highlight questions of why such improvements and protections are
missing where disaster losses increase worldwide for ‘at risk’ majorities.

The language and practices of disaster management emanate mainly from the
wealthiest countries, but they are polarised there too. Some of us emphasise preven -
tive, adaptive and sustainability agendas, a focus on people at risk, and long term
prevention (cf. Pelling 2003, Wisner et al. 2004, Cannon 2008, Hewitt 2013). Similar
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concerns affecting DRR are official priorities of the Hyogo Framework for Action
(HFA) and agencies such as the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP
2004) and International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies
(IFRCRCS 2004). However, in our so-called homelands, disaster management is
increasingly part of broad security complexes with other priorities and subordinate
to other threats. This is the more immediate context of the discussion.

Rationalities of risk, security and news

Risk is not assessed exclusively in terms of scientific knowledge [. . .] determinations are
made within the prevailing criteria of rational acceptability among knowers in a particular
culture.

Ericson and Haggerty 1997, p. 90, emphasis added

For present purposes, aspects and implications of three modern notions highlight
some key issues: risk, security and news. These are found in common use, as well
as in quite narrow technical and practical domains. Some see risk as the defining
notion of modernity (cf. Douglas and Wildavsky 1982, Hacking 1990, Garland
2003). It gives a particular meaning or slant to public and private affairs. In itself,
risk is an abstract concept to express the potential for harm. Narrower technical
usage looks at the probabilities of adverse outcomes. In this way risk, or risk-benefit,
can be used to bracket bio-ecological and economic life. It implies an actuarial
framework, more or less well informed, but rooted in value judgements about what
constitute gains and losses. In everyday talk, risk refers more to a sense of dangers
or expectation of harm. It engages with anxieties, luck and life chances. The usage
is broader and more flexible than quantifiable uncertainties, if less precise.

Security identifies concerns and organised actions to provide safety in the social
and political realm. Formerly, the modern emphasis was on social security, safety
nets for citizens against personal, economic or health misfortune, shared safety in
cooperative and unionised groups. These now seem under attack even where they
were formerly well entrenched. Security against external and internal ‘enemies’
receives ever more investment and actions. Where disaster management is housed
in ‘homeland security’, threats dramatise survival of the nation or way of life,
variously seen as actual, ‘existential’ or contrived (cf. Buzan et al. 1998). The prospect
of harm or disaster is used to justify and legislate extraordinary measures. Below,
some parallels are identified with sécurité as investigated by Michel Foucault.

For most of us, news means mass media coverage of current events, a source
of information of compelling interest for citizens. Disasters are often front page or
prime time news. In disaster management, there is limited discussion of media
coverage, although quality or accuracy are widely questioned and attributed to a
lack of well-trained disaster news hounds (Radford and Wisner 2012). This is
unlikely to be an accident. Nevertheless, from a cultural perspective, the role of
news media in popular and political notions of disaster is hard to overestimate –
hence McLuhan’s (1964) ‘global village’, cited in my title.

22 Kenneth Hewitt
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‘The risk society’

[. . .] the production of risks is the consequence of scientific and political efforts to control
and minimize them.

Beck 1998, p. 12

A major concern is to define and assess ‘disaster risk’, the likelihood of extremely
destructive events, or casualties and damage. Discussions see people as being ‘at
risk’ or ‘living with risk’ (UN/ISDR 2002). As a calculation of exposure to losses,
risk is identified with damage statistics, probability functions and actuarial science.
Typically, risk expresses a potential, is identified with ‘uncertainty’ and appears
future-oriented. Ideally, it encompasses exposure to natural or technological
hazards, vulnerability, resilience, access to and absent protections among other factors
of endangerment. Technical projections for the future are mainly based on risk
profiles from past events.

An influential idea, proposed by the German sociologist Ulrich Beck (1992), is
of ‘the risk society’. He sees it as ‘a new modernity’; a world beset by ‘manufactured
risks’ and people or policies preoccupied with them. Beck looks especially to dangers
from modern industrial and consumer lifestyle, hazards and weapons of mass
destruction or, rather, how these are perceived and treated in urban-industrial
societies. Seemingly intractable, he believes that is because they overshadow the
stereotypical features of modernity, its productive forces and the drive for wealth,
growth and advancement. As such, the risk society not only differs from other
cultures, but from modern culture before the later twentieth century. From its
origins in the West, an emergent ‘global risk society’ is foreseen (Beck 1999).

While underscoring threats, Beck does not find modern life necessarily less safe
than other times and places – although it can be. A counter-intuitive view is how
new risk obsessions preoccupy the otherwise main beneficiaries of modernity who
seem, from other perspectives, the most affluent, safest populations in history. Yet
they are filled with anxieties about threats to health, habitat and social freedoms.
He sees techno-scientific initiatives lying behind this as they experiment with public
safety and personal health, and threaten ecological survival. He also suggests that,
in the risk society ‘the state of emergency threatens to become the normal state’; a
‘catastrophic society’ even without disaster as usually understood (Beck 1992, pp. 98–9,
emphasis in original). It is as if a pessimistic DRR mindset takes over.

From a cultural perspective, Beck’s more radical claim is to trace today’s great
problems to ‘the failure of techno-scientific rationality’ (Beck 1992, p. 59, emphasis
added). Does this also lie behind the increase in disasters? One could readily imagine
that New Orleans after ‘Katrina’, or Fukushima, no less than the Bhopal or ‘Deep
Water Horizon’ disasters, as examples of such failures. However, there are singular
difficulties in blaming technocratic culture.
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Rationalising failure

Disasters often involve regulatory failures. Somebody was responsible for safety and failed
to ensure it, through negligence or lack of imagination, or both.

McLean and Johnes 2000, p. 220

A set of inquiries, looked at for other purposes (Hewitt 2012),1 engages with Beck’s
concerns and offers a way to test them. Scientific and organisational efforts were
their focus too. Detailed documentation is provided and expert testimony in relevant
scientific and engineering fields, as well as from persons directly involved.

On one level they do seem to vindicate Beck. ‘Techno-scientific rationality’ is
present and relevant in all cases. Pertinent risks and failures cannot be separated
from ‘scientific and political efforts to control and minimize them’ (Beck 1992, 
p. 26). However, the conclusions do not actually state that the disasters were due
to this, nor even offer support for such a view. Rather, inquiry conclusions call
for more, not less, techno-scientific rationality. They underscore indifference to,
or lack of, enforcement of known and mandated technical principles. They
highlight failures to accept, adopt or maintain established technical standards and
practices. Final recommendations urge that these take priority over other manage -
ment concerns, notably ‘bottom lines’ and political influence. Also, unlike much
of mainstream disasters work, external initiating hazards – storms, floods, explosions
– were not deemed decisive causes (Hewitt 2012).

If anything, the conclusions find administrative ‘rationality’ more decisive –
management priorities and agendas that over-rode or compromised safety concerns.
Its failures were present in all cases. Thus:

[What happened on the afternoon of the power failure] was not a cause in
itself. Rather, deficiencies in corporate policies, lack of adherence to industry
policies, and inadequate management [were responsible].

(US-Canada Power System Outage Task Force 2004, p. 18)

[. . .] if the Ministry of the Environment had adequately fulfilled its regulatory
and over-sight role, the tragedy in Walkerton would have been prevented 
[. . .] or at least significantly reduced in scope.

(O’Connor 2002, emphasis added)

Rather than faulty techno-scientific measures, the inquiries uncovered prior 
safety inspections, or concerned operatives, urging measures that could have
reduced or prevented damages. Previous inquiries were uncovered into similar 
events in the same jurisdiction whose recommendations, if implemented, would
have prevented or greatly reduced the disaster (cf. Campbell 2003, p. 5, Taylor
1990, p. 4).

Now, the inquiry commissioners and this author may be mistaken; ‘mystified’,
as Beck suggests, by entrenched techno-scientific rationality. It surely has its
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problems, not least in mixed and cross-cultural contexts. However, scientists and
technical staff were found to operate in much more restricted positions and ways
than Beck’s view suggests; rarely at levels where crucial decisions are made. When
they are, findings show them tending to choose bureaucratic, military or business
‘rationalities’ over technical ones. Arguably, these identify the more critical cultures
for modern safety.

Beck’s more basic claim also seems challenged: that risk society has replaced the
liberal agendas of wealth generation, growth, class and innovation. Since 1986,
when his ‘Risikogesellschaft’-book first appeared, productivity in almost all countries,
financial transactions and trade, have grown faster than population or disaster losses.
So has ownership of modern items such as cars and cell phones as well as military
spending (cf. Hewitt 2013). Far from disappearing behind risk preoccupations, a
culture of growth and innovation still dominates economic and political priorities.
The main source of his ‘manufactured risk’ surely involves the transformations of
international labour, industrial production, resource extraction, finance and
commerce associated with globalisation.

Two great risk obsessions of recent years, climate change and the post-2008
financial crisis, may seem to typify the ‘risk society’. However, they too are driven
by a culture of production and consumption; continued massive investment in and
use of fossil fuels, and financial schemes to accumulate ever more wealth. Beck’s
concerns do seem to be increasingly relevant for a cultural critique of modernity,
but related to the priorities of those with decision making powers, rather than
scientists or consumers.

Systems of security

In an age of uncertainty, we are continually facing new and unforeseen threats to our
security.

HM Government 2010, emphasis added

The French scholar Michel Foucault preferred to speak of ‘systems of thought’ or
‘history of mentalities’, but used ‘culture’ interchangeably with them (cf. Gordon
1991). His approach was to trace conditions back through historical precedents,
in the genealogy of systems such as asylums and prisons (Foucault 1965, 1977). 
A broad outcome was to find, ‘in short, one needed to analyse the series: security,
population, government’ (Foucault 1977, p. 87). He argued that a society’s
‘threshold of modernity’ arrives when the object of government shifts towards ‘life-
administration’ or ‘bio-politics’; primarily the protection and disciplining of the
national population (Foucault 1980, Bernauer 1990). Then, institutionalised security
assumes a foremost role, one:

[. . .] inscribed in and definitive of the emergence of the modern West,
beginning in the eighteenth century ‘Polizeiwissenschaft’ or science of policy
and ‘Cameralism’ or science of administration.

(Gordon 1991, p. 10, emphasis added)
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Although sharing Beck’s interest in techno-scientific rationalism, Foucault finds
the crux of the matter in political and administrative affairs, or ‘Governmentality’.
His thought inspires a surge of work in cognate areas of welfare, risk, poverty,
civil society and insurance (cf. Burchell et al. 1991).

For DRR, critical parallels are between his ‘apparatuses of security’ and
developments that place disaster preparedness within Homeland Security (HS). In
the United States, ‘The vision of homeland security [. . .] is to ensure a homeland
that is safe, secure, and resilient against terrorism and other hazards where American
interests, aspirations, and way of life can thrive’ (US/DHS 2012, p. 9, emphasis added).
For Britain, ‘The National Security Council ensures a strategic and tightly coordinated
approach across the whole of government to the risks and opportunities the country
faces’ (HM Government 2010, emphasis added). The approach and priorities make
disasters subordinate to other concerns. For the United States, ‘ensuring resilience
to disasters’ is ‘Mission 5’ (US/DHS 2012). Britain puts ‘major accident or natural
hazard which requires a national response’ third, among four ‘priority risks’. The
other three concern armed or related aggression with ‘Inter national terrorism’ the
highest (HM Government 2010). Meanwhile, disaster management is integrated 
with war-preparedness, counterinsurgency, disease control, protection of major 
infra structure, weapons inspection or decommis sioning, border security, policing of
international migrant labour and trafficking. Key elements are ever expanding surveil -
lance, secrecy and carceral systems – to some more a threat to, than guarantees of,
public safety. It would be difficult to overstate the implications for DRR in the
twenty-first century. Some aspects of HS could exemplify the ‘Foucault Effect’
(Burchell et al. 1991), including the virtual Panopticon of the ‘Cyber-Security
Industrial Complex’ (Talbot 2011), or the disciplining, punishing and profiteering
of ‘the Prison-industrial Complex’ (Whitehead 2012).

The strong cultural underpinnings of HS are indicated by the quote above about
‘an age of uncertainty’ (HM Government 2010). The sense of a culture of
contradictions (and exaggeration?) is reinforced by a Beckian assertion: ‘Britain today
is both more secure and more vulnerable than in most of her long history’ (HM
Government 2010, p. 3). However, these developments have a longer ‘genealogy’
in the modern emergence of ‘bio-politics’ (Foucault 1980) but, more narrowly
and specifically, through a century of civil defence.

Disaster management as civil defence

In 1951 NATO established the Civil Defence Committee [and] it soon become apparent
that the capabilities to protect our populations against the effects of war could also be used
to protect them against the effects of disasters.

NATO-OTAN 2001, p. 5

Civil defence was developed mainly in the two world wars as air raid protection
for cities (cf. Ikle 1958, Hewitt 1997). It was extended and modified for nuclear
preparedness in the Cold War. Researchers formerly involved in wartime civil
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defence made important contributions to disaster studies (cf. Wolfenstein 1957,
Baker and Chapman 1962, Barton 1969). Until the mid-1960s, Canada’s Emer -
gency Measures Organisation (EMO), for example, focused on civil protection 
in nuclear war, was staffed mainly by ex-military officers and closely linked to
NORAD (North American Aerospace Defence Command). The Federal
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) in the USA, and its European and Soviet
counterparts, had much the same policies. Peacetime ‘mass emergencies’ were an
add-on, an opportunity to use ‘assets’ hanging around until nuclear Armageddon.

In the 1980s and 1990s, civil defence acquired a bad odour. It became clear
defending civilians or, indeed, the biosphere against nuclear attack was a non-starter.
Some saw it as a cruel joke (Piel 1962). However, in the 1980s, terrorist threats
were already a major focus of national security (Clymer 2003). Reaction to the
9/11 attacks and military engagements in Iraq and Afghanistan brought an urgent
remake of emergency preparedness. Along with ‘ensuring resilience to disasters’,
the whole range of threats, responsible agencies and outsourced responses became
situated within the, suitably termed, ‘Security-Industrial Complex’ (Mills 2004).
This has further blurred the lines between disaster aid and military intervention,
even giving rise to ‘militant humanitarianism’ and ‘humanitarian wars’.

The idea of the security-industrial complex extends the ‘military-industrial
complex’ of President Eisenhower’s 1961 farewell speech. However, it was built
on complexes already grown enormously in the Second World War, as indicated,
for example, by operational or operations research that laid the foundations of
modern management culture (Shrader 2006). Then again, fascist and state socialist
dictatorships also co-opted and conjoined industrial, scientific and corporate
systems, as in Germany’s V-rocket and genocidal programmes, or Stalin’s ‘Gulag
archipelago’ (Hilberg 1989, Hewitt 1997). Echoes of Foucault appear in pursuit
of political and wealth control through a ‘state-within-the-state’.

The justifications for such developments have been built around actual,
perceived, or even invented threats. A technical as well as a cultural critique of
this could begin with world war civil defence. Recollections rarely go beyond the
heroic notions – or enemy ‘infamy’ – yet in the event, civil defence was never
enough and, essentially, failed. When needed most, in attacks from the air, the
defences could not protect civilians. No doubt firemen and wardens did heroic
work, countless civilians were extraordinarily brave, but no nation invested the
resources needed, and nothing like the techno-scientific and industrial assets they
had, given their own bomber fleets. The detailed police surveillance and reports
on civilian morale suggest protecting them was not, anyway, the main purpose.
The ‘home front’ projects were to control them, ensure they supported the war
effort and put up with wartime sacrifices (cf. Stern 1947, Harrisson 1976, Havens
1978). Later, during the cold war, the shortfalls of civil defence against nuclear
weapons are legendary.

A cultural effect is observed in socially constructed meanings of disaster. The
security-industrial complex reinforces a ‘patterns of war’ (Gilbert 1998) or ‘logic-
of-war’ paradigm (Buzan et al. 1998). The focus on threats has a similar effect to
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the hazards or agent-specific determinism that has prevailed in the disasters field
(Hewitt 1983). Research, monitoring and reportage tend to foreground spectacular
geophysical and other impacts, or ‘heroic’ external, humanitarian response. The
approach has been referred to as a ‘securitisation’, ‘disasterisation’ or ‘catastroph -
isation’ of disaster policy – ugly terms for an ugly process, perhaps (Warner 2013).
These refer to a logic of exception typical of crises or wartime. They favour priorities
and actions echoing the security rationales outlined above and commonly lead to
a suspension or bypassing of constitutional, stakeholder and market mechanisms
(Warner 2013).

This security culture involves top-down hierarchy and centralised control of
activities. Funding is pegged to disaster declarations, charitable donations and
dedicated relief activities – after the event. ‘The emergency’ elbows aside long term
risk reduction and preventive measures. Environmental risks are subordinated to
‘new warfare’ threats, victims’ concerns overshadowed by the protection of major
infrastructure. Inhabitants who are at risk or disaster victims are commonly
portrayed as dysfunctional or panic-stricken, even though they typically carry out
most of the immediate, life-saving actions, bear the brunt of the losses, hardships
and disruptions, and are often side-lined in reconstruction efforts (Auf der Heide
2004). Modern relief operations commonly disenfranchised them. They may even
find themselves treated like dangerous persons or ‘felons’; likely to be shot at or
incarcerated for breaking curfews, in supposed ‘looting’ or, not least, when
demonstrating against inadequate, corrupt and abusive relief (Barsky et al. 2006).

The deployment of military forces in declared ‘natural’ and other disasters is
taken for granted in most countries. It has expanded as those forces have grown.
They are usually the first and largest to be mobilised, and their role is so important
that military establishments have operating manuals for it; military colleges and
journals are dedicated to training and preparedness. I cannot say military deployment
is never necessary, even exemplary in some cases and, perhaps, inescapable, given
today’s out-of-control military spending. Excepting a few societies or enclaves with
high quality public and private services, only the armed forces have the personnel
and equipment readily available for emergency relief. Nonetheless, militant
preparedness is troubling.

Contrary to a common impression, military contributions in disasters are not
free, nor cheap. Well paid professional forces, ships and planes, helicopters, motor
fuel, accidents and the like absorb a large fraction of outlays. Haiti is a rare case
where breakdown of costs is available. In the first three years after the earthquake
over a fifth, possibly a third, of outlays went to armed forces – less than 10% in
total to the Haitian Government, NGOs and businesses, barely 2.5% to victims
directly (UN/SC 2010, UN/OSEH 2012).

A blessing in disguise?

The security-industrial complex in the disasters scene resembles the United 
States prison system where, according to Lilly and Knepper (1993) decisions rest
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‘within a closed circle or elite of government bureaucrats, agency heads, interest
groups and private interests that gain from the allocation of public resources’ (p. 152,
emphasis added). A significant and growing part of the expenditures and organ -
isa tions involved reflect commercial and geostrategic opportunities. Investments in
risk technologies, notably catastrophic risk insurance and commitments of financial
institutions, have grown exponentially (Kunreuther and Michel-Kerjan 2010,
Swiss Re 2012). The World Bank and Asian Development Bank have funded 
more than one thousand DRR projects in recent years (World Bank/IEG 
2006, pp. 12–14, ADB 2013). Large corporations or their subsidiaries play an ever
greater role.

A multi-billion dollar ‘emergency’ industry claims the lion’s share of research,
expenditures and institutions that respond to disaster. Reports from Haiti and New
Orleans show how, when actions are militarised and secretive, disaster expenditures
and benefits are awarded ‘in house’, increasingly for profit and with little or no
accountability. They challenge a presumption that, in disasters, relief of suffering
outweighs other agendas or that no one benefits.

Official and charitable humanitarian funds may offer unusual opportunities. They
can escape constraints that encumber foreign aid, development bank loans and
national debt, taxes and oversight, not least in times of enforced austerity. If this
sounds like Klein’s (2007) ‘shock doctrine’, in many ways it is, especially where
she documents recent capitalising on disaster. Again, a critical issue is how this all
happens with an overall rise in disaster numbers and losses, and whether it is a
factor. It does seem contrary to principles promoted by HFA and agencies such as
the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and IFRCRCS, yet rarely
part of popular awareness or media reports.

News lines: disaster as spectacle, opportunity and
propaganda

It has been a long-standing chestnut of terrorist studies that the mass media and terrorism
thrive off one another.

Clymer 2003, p. 215

Disasters loom large in media coverage, usually on the front page or in prime time
news. Media revolutions have altered the way events are known about and treated.
Journalists and, increasingly, survivors with digital electronic equipment help shape
the story of disaster-time impacts or crisis response.

New technologies such as cell phones do offer immediate, ‘on the-ground’
sources. Mainstream media can hardly ignore them, but do they pointedly call the
material ‘unverified’ to contain or diminish them? In fact, most news is ‘unverified’.
McLuhan’s ‘the medium is the message’ has singular cultural implications for disaster
notions. Nevertheless, governments and news corporations go to great lengths to
shape messages to favour their own interests, constituencies or advertisers. The news
is also about storylines and socially constructing opinion and belief, as well as
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datelines, spectacle and the makeup of audiences. This does allow editorial and
network intervention, with cultural implications for societies, even professions,
whose members depend on the media for information and opinion.

Conventional wisdom says the modern progressive state needs independent media
to serve an informed public and root out abuses of power. If so, the reality can be
another story. From reports in places such as New Orleans, Haiti and Fukushima,
it seems the wartime strategy of ‘embedded’ journalists increasingly prevails in
disasters. Independent reporters may be excluded from, detained or killed in crisis
zones (Rash 2011).

Media studies themselves have been preoccupied with how the experience of
time and space has been transformed. In McLuhan’s (1964) ‘global village’ the latest
electronic media are seen to virtually erase time, distance and geography (cf. Virilio
2007). These are compelling changes, but potentially deceptive and, in the present
context, misleading. Disasters plunge people into old, even anciently slow speeds
and friction of distance. They are thrown back into Stone Age survival, even with
working cell phones and helicopters circling overhead! Emergency food or medical
intervention may now take hours or days where, a generation or two ago, it required
months. Nonetheless, these hours or days are the most life threatening moments,
and decisive aspects of trauma, response and relief do not operate instantly or in
virtual space. They turn upon how people deal with immediate and terrible realities.
We have to ask ourselves, does the news adequately convey this?

The images and storylines are remarkably similar for every disaster – datelines
and local, ‘cultural’ objects excepted. Disaster images are mostly of spectacular
destruction and heroic rescue: maps, experts and spokespersons in distant metro -
politan and agency headquarters; lorries, planes and ships bringing modern goods
and expertise from donor countries and by dedicated agencies. Commentary tends
to support a hazards determinism of extreme, ‘unscheduled’ events view, and an
‘expert systems’ response. They provide popular culture with the imaginaries of
‘Acts of God’, ‘Mother Nature’, ‘enemies’ and miraculous survivals; awareness 
and decisions shaped by the emergency. Glimpses of wretched survivors not -
withstanding, there is little sense of disasters as sober reminders of public safety
failures, of underlying risks and avoidable losses. Most news broadcasts tend to
minimise the social relations of loss, despite evidence of major differences by class,
wealth, gender, ethnicity or religion. Typically, the newsreels infer that the
wretched appearance, thin bodies, poor clothes, shredded homes of most victims
are products of the disaster. Research suggests they most often record long term
hardship and chronic distress – disasters waiting to happen.

Disasters would not be as common in prime time and headline news if they
were not successful ‘copy’. Nowadays, movies and TV series about disasters are
not far behind crime, war, spy and hospital dramas as steady and lucrative offerings.
Back in vogue are ‘Forces-of-Nature’ documentary-dramas, with the obligatory
Social Darwinist/Neo-Malthusian voice-over. The spectacle of Nature’s wrath or
human error apparently make for better stories than community-level mitigation
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and victim’s concerns. Obviously, modern news media profit from the stories they
tell, as they boost sales and advertising revenue. It can increase the value of disaster
specialists like us. But cannot the stories and our work do a better job if focused
on humanitarian and DRR goals? The question arises as part of cultural critique.

Concluding remarks

These brief observations are intended to illustrate a need for cultural awareness
and critique in modern contexts. They underscore the prevailing, better-funded
and broadcast aspects of disaster management built around Homeland Security, if
I arrive at a rather negative view of that. However, the critique arises specifically
from a DRR perspective, mainly with principles advocated in the Hyogo Frame -
work (HFA). These too are artefacts of modern thought and practice. They are
strongly supported by research, a range of institutions and leading international
agencies. From the discussion so far, they may seem more like a countercultural
alternative to the powerful security-industrial complex. Yet, ‘poor relation’ or not,
DRR offers a viable and attractive modern alternative, and will serve as a more
positive reprise.

First and foremost, Hyogo principles turn away from threat-driven, aggressive
and repressive systems, their crisis-focus and top-down organisation. Militant
humanitarianism is countered by calls for greater cultural sensitivity, non-violent,
conciliatory and restorative measures. The argument is not against techno-scientific
rationality, nor the participation and responsibility of any institutions capable of
reducing harm. However, they must be balanced by appropriate, participatory
involvement of communities at risk and respect for their everyday concerns.

The ‘emergencies first’ approach is countered by calls to address, fund and
prioritise risk reducing and preventive measures in the longer term. HFA was 
based on constructive social processes that emphasise the traditions of serving the
‘public good’, popular needs and stakeholder concerns. Safety is measured accord-
ing to the wellbeing, resilience and uplift of society at large and, most obviously,
for those vulnerable to environmental dangers and least equipped to respond to
them. The DRR literature recognises that the latter are pivotal to the ongoing
increase in disaster events and losses, as well as persons with the least voice in the
institutions that dominate official disaster policy (cf. Davis 2006, Cannon 2008,
Hewitt 2013).

Culturally sensitive approaches to preventive and community safety have a
different focus and style from the security-industrial complex. In summary they
focus on people rather than rules, persons at risk rather than ‘systems’ or ‘indicators’;
on enhancing relationships rather than ‘processing’, participation rather than
control, shared decision making rather than top-down, enforced compliance; on
non-violence rather than coercion, and reconciliation and compensation rather than
policing and punishment. These too reflect cultural values and practices emergent
from modernity and widely seen as its more progressive elements.
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Finally, it should be stressed that all of this is not so new and was, perhaps, more
widely accepted two or three decades ago. A singular inspiration is the work of
Gilbert F. White (1911–2006), the distinguished American geographer and peace
activist. He developed a conservationist and human ecology approach to environ -
mental hazards. It identified and advocated carefully choosing among the range of
possible adjustments (White 1969). His initial concerns with flood hazards
countered a prevailing approach based on flood-fighting, dams and other flood
control structures; hugely expensive projects, largely the responsibility of the US
Army Corps of Engineers, and challenged by the recurrence of destructive floods.
White pointed to the benefits of broadening responses to include watershed and
flood plain management, multi-purpose projects, insurance and other precautionary
or avoidance options – decidedly non-violent methods and working with not against
rivers and shorelines. In hazard perception studies, he inspired an effort to listen
to and assess the awareness of disaster-prone individuals and their communities.
Ultimately his influence has been global (White 1974) and continues in the
ongoing work of his many students (cf. Wescoat and White 2003).

To summarise, DRR calls for societal approaches very different from the
‘patterns of war’ emergency measures and agent-specific paradigms. It looks to
approaches that prioritise:

• prudential, preventive and precautionary approaches to dangers;
• risk assessments and measures that recognise and respect the connectedness of

people, cultures and habitats;
• living and acting with nature, rather than coercing, abusing or making war

against it;
• working towards fairness and justice in social safety, differentiating assistance

only according to need;
• enhancing or creating social arrangements that address the needs of all but,

especially, those most at risk from and harmed by disasters;
• refusing to invest in structures and cultural norms that separate and privilege

some people at the expense of others, or exclude the very people and groups
whose risks need to be addressed;

• non-aggressive, participatory responses, cooperative and sharing models.

Such notions have been pioneered in mutualist and peace-making modern
thought and through transformative policy initiatives. They have been close to the
heart of kindred developments such as the Earth Summit (UNCED) 1992, the
Man and Biosphere Programme and the Kyoto Accord among others. If they seem
countercultural, or less ‘realist’ than some would like, they reflect well-developed
alternatives within modern cultural and progressive thought.

Note

1 Inquiries reviewed are detailed in the citation.
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