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Introduction

Until recently, disaster research and management have focused largely on the
infrastructural, demographic, political, ecological and socioeconomic aspects of
disaster, from pre-event vulnerability to impact and through reconstruction, in the
process almost totally ignoring the cultural aspects of disasters. However, it has
become clear that neglecting the deep cultural roots of every aspect of the disaster
scenario has left troubling insufficiencies in research and tragic deficiencies in disaster
praxis (Hoffman 2013). The problem has been exacerbated by our disciplinary
compartmentalisation leading us to disengage culture conceptually from economy,
society, politics and the environment when in fact all human constructions are
based on culturally framed symbolic representations. This shared symbolic meaning
is the foundation of culture, which in turn is the basis of moralities and values,
and conditions social organisation and social reproduction. It is clear that a fully
integrated research methodology on disaster risk reduction must include culture
(ICSU 2008). The task of articulating the relationship between disaster and culture
can be challenging because neither concept has lent itself to hard and fast definitions
to the effect that framing the relationship becomes an exercise in finding links
between a set of extremely varied and dynamic phenomena, only remotely ‘fixable’
in the context of specific cases.

The multidimensionality of disaster

Over the last fifteen years there has been some concern that, partially due to its
disparate origins and conceptual and practical diversity, the field of disaster research
and management suffers from a lack of consensus on the concept of disaster that
potentially undermines both the intellectual integrity of disaster studies as well as
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its research enterprise. In short, the question ‘What is a disaster?’ is not considered
to have been satisfactorily answered (Quarantelli 1998, Perry and Quarantelli 2005).

What is it about disasters that has made it so problematic to reach a consensual
definition? One problem is that a disaster is a collectivity of intersecting processes
and events: social, environmental, cultural, political, economic, physical and
technological, and it can transpire over varying lengths of time. Disasters are totalising
events. As they unfold, all dimensions of a sociocultural formation and the totality
of its relations with the environment may become involved, affected, and focused,
expressing consistency and inconsistency, coherence and contradiction, cooperation
and conflict, hegemony and resistance, and can be expressed through the operation
of biophysical and sociocultural systems and their interaction among populations,
groups, institutions and practices (Oliver-Smith and Hoffman 2002). Disasters bring
about the multiple forces and factors in causal chains of such features as natural
forces or agents, the intensification of production, population increase, environ -
mental degradation, diminished adapt ability and all their sociocultural constructions.
An adequate definition and approach to disaster must be able to encompass this
multidimensionality (Oliver-Smith 1998).

Thus, disasters are both culturally constructed and socially experienced differently
by different groups and individuals, generating multiple interpretations of an
event/process. A single disaster can fragment into different and conflicting sets of
circumstances and interpretations according to the experience and identity of those
affected. Disasters force researchers and practitioners alike to confront the many
and shifting faces of culturally imagined and socially enacted realities (Hoffman and
Oliver-Smith 2003).

We are also aware that the culturally imagined realities are themselves extremely
dynamic through time. The disaster process, as it evolves through various stages, which
while difficult to demarcate exactly for and experienced differently by every affected
individual and group, displays characteristic social relations, that are informed by
situated knowledge forms and moralities, among the affected popula tion as well as
between the affected population and humanitarian and reconstruction aid agents. That
is, different forms of knowledge and different moralities become activated as the
character of social relations changes in the evolution of the disaster process.

Culture: the human concept

Culture presents its own complexities. Edward Burnett Tylor, often referred to as
the father of anthropology in the nineteenth century, said that ‘Culture or
civilisation, taken in its broad, ethnographic sense, is that complex whole which
includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and
habits acquired by man as a member of society’ (Tylor 1920). Despite the clear
existence of animal ‘proto-cultures’, culture in the sense of symbolic expression of
abstract ideas is the human concept. All animals fear; only humans imagine risk.

However, conceptual or definitional consensus has not been easily come by.
In 1952 Alfred Kroeber and Clyde Kluckhohn, two of the most eminent
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anthropologists of the time, published a book entitled Culture: A Critical Review of
Concepts and Definitions in which they analysed the distinction properties and
components of 164 different definitions of culture (1952). Although the number
of definitions to which anthropologists currently ascribe has diminished, total
consensus on the concept has not been reached. Since then, debates have struggled
over the issues of whether culture was primary (Geertz 1973, Sahlins 1976), or
secondary to material relations (Harris 1979), whether culture is subject to objective
scientific analysis or humanistic interpretation, and whether cross-cultural general -
isations are possible or whether culture is idiosyncratic, accessible only in its own
terms (Rosaldo 1989).

Culture in the anthropological sense is generally held to be the grid, lens or frame
through which we experience and interpret the material world and the world of our
experience. It is through cultural knowledge, belief and attitudes that we generate
behaviour or actions. Culture commonly refers to the different ways that people live,
including kinship, subsistence, economics, politics, dress, food, exploita tion of place,
scheduling of time, arrangement of space, classification of humans, social roles and
relationships, child raising, rules and laws. Culture is also a people’s cosmology: how
they see their gods, their ancestors, the universe, earth and stars, their spirituality,
beliefs, explanations and their beliefs about their origins and purpose. It guides a
people’s perception of colours, smells, sounds and touch, and therefore how they
filter and format information. Every human absorbs the culture of the group in which
they are raised from childhood on up, and by and large live their lives by its grid,
but always through the filter of individual experience (Hoffman 2013).

And therein lies one of the sources of change. Culture changes at varying rates,
usually slowly, but in some circumstances very rapidly. Because of that change,
not all the people of a society live exactly according to their culture’s dictates, but
the degree of their variance is rather like the stretch of a rubber band: limited. It
also does not mean that at times people do not contest their culture. They do, but
their contestation emerges from the reflective comprehension of their own life ways
(Hoffman 2013). Practices such as speaking one’s native tongue or practising one’s
religion, all constitute elements of culture and cultural heritage. Such elements play
a central role in individual and collective identity formation, in the way that time
and history are encoded and contextualised, and in interpersonal, community and
intra-cultural relations. Space, kin relations, local communities, cosmology and
tradition are linked in the construction of what Giddens calls ‘an environment of
trust’ (1990). The relationship between people and their environment – their place
– is thus culturally encoded.

Current understandings of culture draw on writers such as Gramsci (1971) and
Bourdieu (1977) who frame culture as an array of discourses – essentially a
conversation (hence my title) about how life should be lived and how it actually
is lived. This perspective is therefore more dynamic. It is culture as a process of
production of understandings, as constantly being produced, interpreted, reinter -
preted, imposed and resisted. In any community, much less any entire society, there
are many different views about how life should be lived. There are no completely
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homogeneous communities. Since society is not generally the organisation of
completely equitable distribution of resources, every society is a dynamic arena of
contesting interests organised along some lines of differentiation, whether they be
only age and gender, or in more complex situations such as colour, class, caste,
religion, ethnicity, kinship or any of the other myriad ways that humans have of
grouping themselves and distinguishing others seen as different.

In effect, all the material and economic structures that channel our behaviours
are ultimately based on and derived from culturally based values about life and the
world, values about what the relationships should be between human beings, and
between human beings and the material world. In other words, even physical forces
such as earthquakes and hurricanes have to be culturally interpreted before they
can be responded to. As Alf Hornborg has recently noted, culture is crucial to
socio-ecological processes and relations. It shapes our way of thinking about
ecology, economy and technology, and generates our specific kinds of fetishism
and consumption, many of which specifically channel the way we inhabit and use
our environment (2009, p. 255). And disasters are socio-ecological processes par
excellence.

Over the decades anthropologists have explored the depth and nuances involved
in human culture, from the overarching to the local level. It is, however, culture
in its most discerning sense that has proven the key to understanding why and
how various people worldwide deal with risk and disaster. It is central in the
calculation of risk, the construction of vulnerability, the experience of catastrophe
and recovery or its failure.

Thus, culture is the conversation among all those different people who share
minimally the same space and language about life and the way it is or should be
lived. Culture is not a single voice, but multiple voices sharing some perspectives,
differing in others, all articulating their particular interpretations. All the social
characteristics that significantly structure people in a society will play a role in the
way those meanings and explanations are constructed. Some voices however can,
by virtue of different kinds of power and wealth, come to dominate the con versation.
Nowhere is this more apparent than in the conditions of vulnerability and the
aftermath of disasters. Everyone in a disaster has a particular perspective and a
particular set of interests, perhaps shared with others with whom they share certain
characteristics.

Globalisation, culture and disasters

Today, and for quite some time, the process of globalisation has further complicated
our understanding of both culture and disasters. Just as the emergence of print media
became a major force in the development of national cultures (Anderson 1983),
today electronic mediation, transport technologies, multiple forms of mass
migration, social movements and rapidly circulating information and imagery
breach the localities of village as well as nation (Appadurai 1996). The increasing
post-Second World War pace of global capitalist expansion, largely under the rubric
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of a model of development and economic growth known as neoliberalism, has
both underwritten and been intensified by these processes. Although globalisation
and neoliberalism are clearly closely related, for present purposes I will refer to
global isation as a set of processes underway in the world and neoliberalism as a
general cultural construct, informing both social and environmental relations, that
is both producer and effect of globalising processes with profound implications for
the construction of risk and vulnerability to natural and anthropogenic hazards.

Globalisation, in my understanding – which draws significantly on Hoogvelt
(2001) – is comprised of an array of mutually constitutive economic, social, cul -
tural and ecological flows of energy, information, imagery and material, intersecting
densely at various points around the globe, and less densely at others. Metaphors
or images of flows or currents are apt because they depict the circulation of capital,
the passages of people, and the transfers of energy and material. These flows or
currents encircle or encompass the globe certainly, but their courses do not spread
them out evenly, particularly in terms of outcomes or impacts. They con verge and
disperse in accord with very specific logics. The availability of advanced com -
munication and transport technology permits these flows of energy, information
and material to intersect or disperse at vastly reduced time and space scales
producing a set of impacts that are both the logical outcomes of longstanding systems
and relationships, and in some ways fundamentally new.

The contemporary global market is clearly differentiated from that of earlier
moments in the first half of the twentieth century by the adoption of geographically
dispersed productions systems by multinational corporations with the effect that
intra-firm trade now constitutes fully one-third of world trade (Hoogvelt 2001).
These integrated production systems have opened the way for a global market
principle to exert new forms of discipline on domestic supplies of capital, labour
and resources. In effect, national boundaries no longer serve to protect workers
and companies – particularly in the core nations – from the competitive discipline
of the global market, thus placing the definition and powers of the state in play.

The ability of transnational corporations to organise production through sub -
contracting or outsourcing of both services and assembly fundamentally alters 
the capital–labour relation. Companies can now organise themselves as primarily
design and marketing operations, outsourcing all their production activities, leading
to ‘forms of production in which capital no longer needs to pay for the reproduc-
tion of labor power’ (Hoogvelt 2001, p. 113). Under these conditions of the com -
modification of production capacity, much employment becomes temporary or
casual, the wage paid only on delivery of goods rather than for a period of time
during which the entire production process takes place. Under conditions of 
global competition, not only for markets but for jobs as well, wages are pressured
downward and the benefits associated with permanent employment are eliminated.

Today the growth of financial transactions far exceeds the growth of the
underlying economic fundamentals of production and trade (Hoogvelt 2001, 
p. 128). Global financial transactions now constitute at least double the value of
global production. More money is now being made by manipulating the circulation
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of currency rather than commerce in actual goods. Furthermore, flows of capital
and commodities are intensifying in the core rather than in peripheral nations that
are, in effect, not even worth exploiting in global financial operations (Hoogvelt
2001, p. 86). In the words of John Reed, at the time the chairman of Citicorps
(the largest American bank): ‘There are five billion people living on earth. Probably
800 million of them live in societies that are bankable and probably 4.2 billion
(84%) are living within societies that in some very fundamental way are not bankable’
(quoted in Hoogvelt 2001, p. 83).

‘Bankable’ here refers to the probability of offering a safe return on investment.
If societies are not bankable it is unlikely that significant investments of capital for
growth and development will be attracted. If more and more secure money is to
be made elsewhere in the global economy, the societies of the third world – roughly
85% of the world’s population – are essentially structurally irrelevant (Hoogvelt
1997, p. 84). Or in the words of American anthropologist, Sherry Ortner (2011),
the global economy is creating populations that are ‘dispensable, disposable and
replaceable’.

David Harvey has referred to this total process as a system of ‘accumulation 
by dispossession’, which he summarises as having four main components: 1) the
privatisation and commodification of public goods; 2) ‘financialisation’, which refers
to the conversion of virtually anything, good or bad, into an instrument for eco -
nomic gain; 3) the management and manipulation of crises; and 4) ‘state redistribu -
tion’ in which the neoliberal state abets and protects the flow of wealth towards
privileged sectors (2007, pp. 159–64).

These processes have in turn energised a number of economic, cultural and social
flows that are expressed in the ways human actions impact the environment, setting
in motion a series of ecological flows that reduce the diversity of ecosystems. This
reduction in diversity contributes ‘to breaking down nature’s bioregional
equilibrium of local ecosystems, thereby turning the planet into one big ecosystem,
with ecologically (and perhaps long term economically) irrational results’ (Murphy
1994, p. 18). The continued expansion of human activities in the globalised world
is straining the limits of both human adaptability and the resilience of nature (Holling
1994).

Currently, a spectrum of problems is emerging, caused by human effects on air,
land and water that slowly gather momentum until they trigger rapid alterations
in local systems impacting the health of populations, the renewability of resources
and wellbeing of communities. Furthermore, with the increasing globalisation of
trade and migration, this globalisation of biophysical phenomena, coupled with
the intensification of linkages, is creating problems across scales in space and in
time. In effect, local environmental problems today may have their root causes
and triggering agents, and possibly their solutions, on the other side of the globe.
This globalisation process means that problems are basically non-linear in causation
and discontinuous in both space and time, and therefore inherently unpredictable
and fundamentally precluding of the traditional response of observing a signal of
change and then adapting to it. These problems place both societies and natural
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systems in such basically new and unknown terrain that both their social and
ecological elements have evolutionary implications. Basically, Holling suggests,
people, economies and nature are now in a process of co-evolution on a global
scale, each influencing the others in unfamiliar ways and at scales that challenge
our traditional understandings of structure and organisation with serious implications
for the adaptive capacities of people and societies (Holling 1994, pp. 79–81).

In the field of disaster research in the 1970s and 1980s geographers and
anthropologists working in the developing world found there was little in
mainstream disaster research that helped them understand why disasters were so
much worse in the Global South. When these researchers established the empirical
findings that led to the concepts of risk and vulnerability, they created the bases
for a powerful model of causation for disaster research and practice (O’Keefe and
Wisner 1976, Wisner, Westgate and O’Keefe 1977, Hewitt 1983). In situating
causality of disasters in society, or in societal–environment relations as influenced
by drivers – both historically embedded and recent, from both near and far – the
study and practice of disasters framed local disasters in broader historical and structural
frames. The concepts of risk and vulnerability addressed the identifiable social features
and their drivers that lead to damages and deaths from specific hazards, but also
scrutinise the longstanding trajectories of development and globalisation that
produce and sustain such vulnerabilities and risks.

The concept of vulnerability required closer examination of the underlying causes
of disaster and was also complexly intertwined with the questions of development.
Indeed the concept is foundational for important advances in our understanding
of disasters, but unfortunately it has not led to policies or practices that have
significantly reduced disaster losses or damages in much of the world. The reasons
for our lack of progress towards such goals lie at the core of the cultural and social
organisational principles of the dominant states and societies of the world, which,
moreover, have now influenced the process of societal development in much of
the world.

The question that clearly arises from these findings is why, almost forty years
after a major paradigm shift and the resulting huge accumulation of knowledge
and data, there has been so little progress in reducing the impacts of socio-natural
disasters, particularly, but not exclusively, in the developing world? Why are the
problems I saw forty years ago after the Peruvian earthquake of 1970 still with us
when we have learned so much about their drivers? Why, after having learned
more, are we losing more?

Culture, ideology and policy choices

Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not
make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly
encountered, given and transmitted from the past. The tradition of all the dead generations
weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the living.

Marx 1972, p. 437
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I begin this section with a quote from Marx because he so succinctly captured the
fundamental tension in social change, one that we are especially experiencing at
the present historical moment. The trajectory laid down over the last five centuries
of global history has expressed itself variously in codified ideological frames over
the years as it has led us into a series of both chronic and acute problems and
challenges, not the least of which is climate change. These deeply rooted problems
all too frequently manifest themselves in the form of the tragic events we understand
as disasters. The current iteration of that trajectory is known as neoliberalism.

It is clear that all human cultures have been shaped and transformed in long
histories of regional- to global-networks of power, trade and meaning. As such,
the expansion of capitalism, science and politics are based on global connections
and spread through desires to fulfil universal imaginaries and goals. Nevertheless,
despite these ever expanding global connections, it is clear that such universal claims,
although they emerge out of different kinds of cultural dialogues, do not make
everything uniform everywhere (Tsing 2005). We have not created a global
culture, but rather a multiplicity of local discourses about global phenomena. These
processes have been uneven, sometimes discontinuous, engendering both accom -
modation and resistance, coproducing cultures through what Tsing calls the
‘awkward, unequal, unstable, and creative qualities of interconnection across
difference’ (Tsing 2005, p. 4). Despite the overarching characteristics of capitalism
and its all-encompassing visions, corporate growth has proven to be nonetheless
discontinuous, inefficient and violent, particularly in the developing world where
its intensification has resulted in widespread ecological and social transformation.
Over the last three decades, capitalism not only expanded its reach, it was essentially
transformed by new international rules of trade extending enormous benefits to
the globally powerful corporations (Tsing 2005).

The fact that this latest stage of capitalism has become known, in a terminological
shift, as neoliberalism suggests that there are two streams in the cultural narrative
of capitalism in which various key relationships have been altered (Ortner 2011).
The first shift alters the relationship between capital and labour from one essentially
grounded in a quasi-collaborative ethos and balance of interests achieved through
labour organisations to one in which labour has lost power and capital has achieved
an increasingly stringent and strict disciplinary capacity. The second shift involves
a change in the relationship between capital and government from one in which
government played a role in regulating the economy and providing social
programmes for general welfare to one in which the role of government is basically
reduced to ensuring strong individual private property rights, the rule of law and
the institutions of freely functioning markets and free trade (Ortner 2011).

In cultural terms, neoliberalism is no longer only an economic project embodied
in a set of practices, it is an ideology – basically a cultural product that requires
careful scrutiny because, while ideologies may reflect material circumstances, they
also influence the way people interpret and frame those circumstances as they occur
over time. An ideology is the totality of ideas and values or representations
common to a society or current in a given social group, a conceptual framework
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for the way people deal with reality. In effect, it is a social set of representations
that could be construed as coterminous with culture. In everyday life it is through
the ideology of our society in the first place that we become conscious of
everything around us. The basic tenets of an ideology are likely to remain implicit
in the sense that fundamental assumptions about the world are so obvious, so
omnipresent, that they do not need expression. They are simply part of the definition
of the world as it is perceived (Dumont 1977). They are, as Marx put it, a tradition.
Within a given tradition an ideology provides, among other things, an implicit
guide to the relations between humans and the cosmos, nature and each other.
However, few ideologies are monolithic. As previously noted, we understand culture
today not as a single voice, but as multiple voices all articulating their particular
interpretations. These voices share some perspectives, and differ in others, creating
a rich dimension to how culture is defined. All the social characteristics that
significantly structure people in a society will play a role in the way those meanings
and explanations are constructed. However, as also noted, some voices can, by
virtue of different kinds of power and wealth, come to dominate the conversation.
Although it is not without contesting views, neoliberalism is now ascendant,
particularly as regards to the relationships between humans, and the relations humans
have with the natural world, and vice versa.

From an ideological standpoint, what is neoliberalism? In effect, neoliberalism,
like its classical predecessors, purports to represent something that is virtually
isomorphic with human nature. The discipline of economics has always represented
itself and indeed is founded on this proposition. Basically it is asserted that capital
and capitalism were always there, just needing the emergence of the market as a
dominant institution to claim their rightful universality. In that sense, neoliberalism
is an ideology that expresses, largely in economic terms, a more or less complete
text about the kind of society it purports to create, one in which efficiency and
competitiveness, individualism and freedom from interference in the use of
resources are privileged. Neoliberals are faithful to Adam Smith’s view that the
pursuit of individual self-interest through the market is the best means to benefit
society (Harvey 2007), although without Smith’s deep concerns about the moral
implications of such a position. In fact, in such a society, the values of the private
and individualistic domain pervade the public sphere, resulting in the penetration
of mercantile and individualistic forms of conduct and values into social life at all
levels (Sunkel 2005). For example, financial instruments known as catastrophe bonds
– essentially securities that manage the risks of catastrophic natural events – are
now traded like other derivatives in stock exchanges (Cooper 2010). In this
context, neoliberalism fundamentally becomes a social and cultural policy in which
everyone is obliged to become a profit or utility maximiser, downgrading all forms
of social cohesion, altruism, solidarity, identity and the natural environment. In
such circumstances, individual freedom becomes synonymous with free enterprise
(Polanyi 1944). The outcome of such a process is, as we have seen, an enormous
concentration of wealth and power achieved through the relatively unrestrained
exploitation of human labour and the natural environment.
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The role of the state in neoliberal regimes is basically reduced to ensuring strong
individual private property rights, the rule of law and the institutions of freely
functioning markets and free trade. The freedom of businesses and corporations
to engage in free trade in free markets is considered to be essential. The state must
seek the privatisation of assets and functions. The transfer of public assets to private
interests, as well as the deregulation of social, political and economic processes, 
is considered fundamental to improve efficiency and productivity, and reduce costs
and taxes. Moreover, the state must seek to remove all barriers to the free mobility
of capital between sectors, regions and countries (Harvey 2007). The state’s
contract regarding the security of the citizenry is seen to be achieved most
efficiently through the functions of the market.

Neoliberalism, development and disasters

In so far as disasters are the outcome of the intersection between a society and a
force from the natural or built environment, the implications of such an ideological
system are clear. The fundamental tenets of neoliberalism, like any ideology, set
out a number of general frames that guide both our thought and behaviour regarding
those interactions of society and environment that we call disasters. It is not accidental
that the emphasis of governments (and the funding), despite forty years of research,
in disaster management still emphasises emergency management.

Disaster risk and social vulnerability are in large measure the products of histor -
ical and existing processes of social and economic development. The energy basis
for the development of industrialised societies is the driving force behind global
climate change. The ideologies and practices of development, the latest of which
is neoliberalism, are deeply implicated in the construction of vulnerability of large
segments of the world for the last half century – indeed, for the last half millennium.
Are we, as the beginning quote from Marx suggested, locked into a nightmare?

Neoliberal (and other past conventional) models of development with their
agendas of economic growth through intensified production stimulated by modern
industrial market economies assert that such approaches are the best means to combat
poverty and raise standards of living on a global scale. However, many of the
processes that drive risk and vulnerability are standard development strategies that
only add to climate change drivers (Cannon and Müller-Mahn 2010). Any costs
occasioned by productive development have been externalised, to be absorbed either
by the environment in terms of resource exploitation and waste processing, or by
the general population when social, cultural and economic disadvantages – such
as increased risk and disasters – occur. Moreover, the power of the state to limit
the processes accentuating vulnerability and disaster risk has been severely curtailed
under current neoliberal dictates.

Clearly, among those disadvantages are the conditions that emerge from the
inconsistencies, imbalances and inequalities engendered by the dominant develop -
ment model that compound the social vulnerability of large numbers of people
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who are increasingly exposed to an expanding number of hazards, now often in a
cascade of linked calamities. Despite recent disasters in the industrialised world, it
is generally clear that, in terms of mortality, development has reduced vulnerability
and enhanced resilience in those nations. It is also clear that social vulnerability to
climate change is largely concentrated in the developing world. However, in the
United States for example, that reduced social vulnerability is distributed in unequal
ways. Hurricane Katrina revealed that much of the flooding, death, destruction
and dislocation of minority communities were due largely to strategies of urban
development implemented initially as far back as the 1920s that privileged economic
gain over environmental security and sustainability. These strategies urbanised highly
exposed flood-prone areas to be occupied largely by a vulnerable and discriminated
against minority population (Cotton 2006).

Neoliberal disasters: the case of Haiti

Although deeply rooted in Haitian history, the historical construction of Haiti’s
impoverishment and vulnerability was exponentially compounded by more recent
developments during the last quarter of the twentieth century. Following the brutal
dictatorship of ‘Papa Doc’ Duvalier, the ruinous reign of his son ‘Baby Doc’ left
the nation in even greater debt to foreign lenders because of either misappropriation
or outright theft by the dictator. The second Duvalier regime, a virtual kleptocracy,
coincided with the catastrophic USAID-ordered slaughter of all of Haiti’s pigs to
limit the spread of African swine flu virus. The loss of the pig population, the source
of peasant savings, emergency capital and nutrition left rural people, the majority
of the population, even more impoverished and vulnerable (Diederich 1985,
Dupuy 1989).

Ever more bereft of resources, rural Haitians were forced to cut down more
and more trees to produce charcoal, eventually deforesting almost all of Haiti’s
territory. United States Agency for Internation Development (USAID) pro -
grammes, working with large landowners, encouraged the construction of agro-
processing facilities, while IMF-imposed tariff reductions opened Haitian markets
to subsidised US rice surpluses, undercutting local production of the nation’s staple
crop and dismantling the rural economy. The goal of these measures was to develop
Haiti’s cities into centres of export production for US and multinational companies.
The destruction of the rural economy and investment in urban export production
stimulated a massive migration to the nation’s cities, where impoverished migrants
took up residence in festering slums and hillside shantytowns with few services of
any sort. The demand for jobs by displaced rural people quickly outstripped the
supply, deepening the impoverishment of ever denser populations in vulnerable
locations in cities. Political instability during the last twenty years has also led to
a reduction of companies available to offer jobs (Chavla 2010, Milne 2010).

Thus, as the year 2010 began, Haiti found itself extraordinarily vulnerable to
the natural hazards of its environment. In the previous quarter century, few
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development efforts, misguided and mismanaged as they were, had privileged the
issue of environmental security or hazard mitigation. Moreover, the neoliberal
strategies of tariff reductions and Free Trade Zone production sites in the never
ceasing search for cheaper labour entrained a number of demographic and economic
processes that placed large numbers of people in acute risk. A lack of building codes,
together with informal settlements, widespread undernourishment and hunger,
disease, poor access to clean water or electricity, inadequate educational and health
facilities and services at the national and municipal levels, and crime and corruption
led to the construction of extreme vulnerability. In addition, Haitians were largely
unaware of the seismic risk on the island, although seismologists had been warning
of the possibility of a strong earthquake. Because of this social construction of
extreme vulnerability, when the 7.0 magnitude earthquake struck on January 12,
2010, devastating the capital of Port-au-Prince and the surrounding region, more
than 300,000 Haitians died, according to Haitian Government estimates. The
unregulated and informal housing stock of the city of Port-au-Prince was flattened,
its basic service lifelines, inadequate as they were, destroyed.

Neoliberalism, disaster risk reduction and the culture 
of development

In effect, the challenge of disasters, as well as the impacts of increasing climate
change effects – many if not most of which will be experienced as disasters – requires
significant alteration of the way we interact with nature and the way we interact
with each other. In point of fact, our ability to manage risk and disasters depends
on our ability as a society to introduce changes in human thought, behaviour and
action when confronted with forces from nature that are beyond our control, or
to prevent the construction of new hazards and risks (Lavell 2011, p. 6). To that
effect, the disaster research and management community has developed strategies
or particular types of instruments for disaster risk reduction. Few significant
differences exist between the strategies devised for DRR and those that have been
identified for adaptation to climate change effects (Lavell 2011). Cannon et al. (2003)
locate such strategies within five basic domains:

• improvements in social living conditions;
• livelihood strengthening and increases in resilience;
• self-protection;
• social protection; and
• governance factors.

More specifically this array of strategies can be summarised in the following way:

• environmental management, natural resource and environmental services
management;

• territorial organisation and land use planning;
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• use of protective infrastructure;
• application of new and traditional technologies and science;
• strengthening and promotion of sustainable livelihoods;
• financial mechanisms-micro credit, insurance etc.;
• integral sector and territorial planning;
• environmental and social monitoring systems and early warning systems;
• education, training, consciousness and participation; and
• mechanisms and processes that increase risk governance in general (Lavell 2011).

It surely does not escape attention that all of the above involve significant
participation by the public sector at a variety of levels. However, the continued
pressure on and by the state (and the conditionalities of multilateral development
institutions) to reduce social services, privatise and deregulate significantly reduces
the capacity of the public sector to implement these strategies. Wisner, for example,
addressing the post 2001 earthquake reconstruction process in El Salvador notes
not only that nothing in the plans dealt with actual drivers of the disaster, but that
the increasing privatisation of government functions would likely result in contracts
with transnational corporations for implementation (2001).

Despite the significantly publicised attention of international development
agencies to risk reduction to natural hazards and to climate change, it may be fairly
claimed that contemporary forms of development as enacted generally give it little
priority in planning or programmes. Despite continued insistence on the importance
of addressing the underlying causes of disasters and disaster vulnerability within or
without the context of climate change, political focus and funding are still largely
centred on emergency management. In many ways, it may be reasonably claimed
that the continued emphasis on emergency management expresses a reluctance to
grapple with the issues of disaster risk reduction, which imply confronting the
fundamental contradictions at the level of social and environmental relations that
characterise our neoliberal systems.

Generally speaking, the development process and specific development projects
take place without these inputs because the neoliberal world view informs
development policy and planning. Thus, in the name of development, for failing
to include disaster risk reduction in our development initiatives, we continue to
put more and more people in harm’s way, engendering disasters of development
and development disasters (Stephen Bender, personal communication). If we want
to address the underlying risk factors, called for in the Global Platform for Disaster
Risk Reduction in 2013, we must address the inconsistencies and contradictions
in current neoliberal policies and models of development as well as the huge
imbalances in power. However, the question remains as to whether the political
and economic structures of any nation can, even in the face of devastating loss and
destruction, truly come to grips with a hegemonic cultural construct that dictates
and conditions the terms on which the forms and practices of human and
environmental relations are organised.
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Conclusion

In locating the cause of disasters in society and societal–environment relations, social
vulnerability reveals the fundamental tensions that exist in our environmental and
social relations and presents us with a major choice (Oliver-Smith 2013). Do we
continue down the path, ‘the tradition of all the dead generations, weighing like a
nightmare on the brain of the living’, in Marx’s words? Are we locked in, as some
have said, by the iron laws of the market? However, with human thought and action
there are no natural laws. The law of gravity has no cultural equivalent. Culture
frames and structures even our most basic biological realities. Thus, neoliberal market
logics and structural constraints are ultimately cultural products, the outcome of
values and norms that guide the decisions and choices made by people. Nonetheless,
under such cultural frames, a process of authentic disaster risk reduction becomes
extremely difficult. Neoliberal frames of social and environ mental relations have
come close to being completely naturalised in current discourses, making alternative
understandings extremely difficult to empower (Gramsci 1971).

A frequently employed triad of goals for disaster risk reduction strategies states
that they must be 1) socially acceptable, 2) economically viable, and 3) ecologic-
ally sustainable. However, can these three goals truly be reconciled when their
relative cultural power is so unequal in a society whose basic cultural orientations
and most powerful institutions are informed by a neoliberal perspective? A truly
meaningful adjustment of the relationship among these three goals under such a
cultural regime would seem a daunting challenge. That challenge can be voiced
in a single question: how can a political ecology of disasters that situates causality
in the systemic features of society mobilise significant disaster risk reduction in those
entrenched systems? Given current trends of progressively growing densities of
increasingly vulnerable populations in exposed regions, the question of effective
disaster risk reduction becomes urgent. However, under current global neoliberal
economic structures, the capacity of any single society to address such root causes
is open to question. Our current failure to diminish disaster risk would seem to
confirm that assessment.
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