
INTRODUCTION

Exploring the links between cultures
and disasters

Greg Bankoff, Terry Cannon, Fred Krüger 
and E. Lisa F. Schipper

Why are people still so vulnerable to natural hazards, even after decades of
scholarship, information raising and capacity building on Disaster Risk Reduction
(DRR)? The answer is, in part, that some crucial aspects have been missing from
these efforts. One aspect is culture. It has only been in recent years that ‘practical’
DRR has gained more from an approach that sees hazards, vulnerability and
resilience as social constructions. The shift to giving greater priority to the social
and, as such, cultural embeddedness of risk has led to a widespread acceptance of
the need to focus more on people’s interpretations, negotiations, experiences and
creative adaptations to hazards when it comes to analysing, or intervening in,
disasters. In short, there is now a greater appreciation of linkages between disasters
and culture(s) as important elements in the social dynamics of disaster related
preparedness (including mitigation) and response. But questions need to be asked.
What is the nature of these linkages? Or more to the point, what role does culture
have in DRR and why is the cultural dimension often undervalued in DRR and
Disaster and Risk Studies? How can this neglect of culture in disaster preparedness
and management be overcome and which methodologies and conceptual
frameworks do justice to the significance of culture(s)? Acknowledging people’s
cultural production of risk, and their responses to it – how they perceive, experience
and respond to disasters – can help us to better understand why people are affected
by hazards and why they do or do not take action to minimise them. We are
convinced that this insight will facilitate more meaningful DRR interventions.

Much academic work on risk and disasters is still just that: academic. It is
entrenched in a specific realm of disaster studies, with the debate largely con-
fined to a community of scholars (and sometimes practitioners) that is defined by
the topic of DRR alone. However, if risk is seen as embedded in culture, then
the study of how risk and disasters are produced, interpreted and acted upon should
be carried into a much broader multi- and transdisciplinary field, not disparate from,
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for instance, development studies or environmental sciences but embracing or
including them (cf. Varley 1994, Wisner et al. 2004, Casimir 2008). This book
therefore attempts to open the debate on the significance of culture(s) for dealing
with disaster management, including preparedness and mitigation, and encompasses
in the debate a wide range of disciplines, approaches and concepts. Such a compre -
hensive approach will hopefully facilitate the mutual understanding of diverging
viewpoints about the linkages between risks, disasters and cultures, and help to
overcome the neglect of culture in much of disaster-related research and action.
The premise from which we start is that the significance of ‘culture’ must be
understood and incorporated into any attempt to deal with natural hazards, rather
than being viewed as largely irrelevant.

The significance of ‘culture’ in creating risk

Calling something ‘culture’ is a way to frame complex behaviours and render them
understandable. Linking culture to risks and disasters in DRR-related studies and
practice is attractive because a) culture is a framing that can offer explanations for
dealings and doings in the disaster context that might, if culture was left out, be
considered as ‘confused’, ‘irrational’, ‘unwise’, ‘weird’ or ‘irrelevant’; b) culture
provides a self-reflexive base to think about the role and nature of DRR; c) culture
has a (often hidden) power that enables, or hinders, people and populations to deal
with hazards appropriately and enables, or hinders, researchers to contribute to
improving DRR.

People supposedly deal with the dangers they face from natural hazards in ways
that are in accordance with their worldviews. Sometimes this includes ways that
are emotionally appropriate and that do not challenge their relations with their
peer group. Beliefs and perceptions of risks can be shared within a particular hazard
location (but not necessarily so) and are often connected with the livelihood activities
people engage in and the environments they construct. On provisional terms –
and we will broaden our perspective considerably below – we can call these
behaviours ‘culture’, which may include ways of producing, perceiving and dealing
with risk that may remain hidden to outsiders, or, if detected, sometimes not seem
appropriate but traditional or unnecessary. These cultural, behavioural and design
arrangements enable people to live with extreme risks, and can include religious
beliefs and related activities on the one hand and social organisation and adaptation
in the built environment on the other.

Ways of dealing with risk may include adherence to group attitudes that cannot
easily be avoided: they are about ‘belonging’ and being part of a shared experience
of life and the spiritual forces that affect it. Breaking with the beliefs that form part
of peer group behaviour means running the risk of losing acceptance to that group,
which can be crucial to all other aspects of life (often referred to as ‘social capital’).
Such peer-affected behaviour can include gendered attitudes to risk, such as
machismo (where men behave as if taking a risk seriously is a sign of weakness), and
explains different attitudes to risk by men and women. It is also demonstrated when
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people from one household are unwilling to take up a disaster risk-avoidance action
because they do not want to appear different or ‘weak’ in comparison with the rest
of the group. Obviously, the opposite may also sometimes be the case. Risks and
disasters that have not been experienced before and/or create unusual, exceptional
or unfamiliar situations might be dealt with by actions that are not deemed
‘appropriate’ by peers or institutional authorities, or are not in line with ‘established’
codes of behaviour. Some of these behaviours are interpreted through the disciplines
of psychology and behavioural economics (Ariely 2009), although these have not
been widely applied to disaster contexts – especially not those in the so-called Global
South. These interpretations suggest that many people ignore risks, or consider that
their ability to influence those risks is minimal (because they are natural or god-
given). This therefore also reduces the success of DRR policies and projects.

As the peer-group example shows, risk is a result of societal perceptions,
decisions and actions and, therefore, a social construct. But risk is not always linked
to ‘belonging’. In anthropology, sociology and more recently geography, there have
been many attempts to explore the ways risk is connected to social contexts and,
as such, cultures. There has been substantial academic investment in the role of
culture in relation to disasters. In the social and cultural sciences, this has mainly
been in anthropology and, while the topic has been addressed for several decades,
it has had little impact on mainstream DRR institutions. Over thirty years ago,
Douglas and Wildavsky (1982), Yates (1982) and Douglas (1986, 1992) differen -
tiated between risk-averse and risk-taking societies, drawing on the ‘willingness’
of people to accept, or avoid, risks and thus highlighting how risk and culture are
inseparable. In later research, risks have been seen more as a precondition for an
effective response to threats than a threat in their own right. Societies that manage
to actively produce risks by way of calculating them and negotiating options to
deal with hazards will be more likely to avoid, or successfully respond to, damaging
impacts (Beck 1992, Krüger and Macamo 2003). Hewitt (1997) describes four factors
that determine risk: hazardous events, social vulnerability and adaptation to threats,
structural traits of the natural and social environments (‘habitat’), and coping strategies
and intervention measures. Risk thus becomes a feature not only of culture and
society, but also of a specific location or region; i.e., it is rendered a spatial quality
– this notion has been further explored recently by a number of authors in Müller-
Mahn (2013).

Other areas of academic work that are most relevant have also not yet made
much impact on DRR – there is a growing literature on risk perception,
psychology, culture and climate change, especially in relation to cultures of climate
change ‘denial’ (Hulme 2009). The other main area of relevant work – which
surprisingly seems to also have had almost no impact at all on DRR – is of public
health and the parallel issues of risk perception and culture that very significantly
affect people’s behaviour in relation to disease and other public health issues, as
well as poverty. The HIV/AIDS pandemic has been used widely to explore this
in detail (cf. Stillwaggon 2006, Becker and Geissler 2009, Geiselhart 2009, Niehof
et al. 2010).
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Even when it has been acknowledged that culture must be taken more seriously,
putting that into practice is not easy. Culture is complex and difficult to analyse,
often precisely because those who are doing the analysis are usually outside of ‘it’
and therefore not fully able to comprehend it as a lived experience. However, this
also means that there are inherent challenges in trying to analyse or be objective
about our own ‘culture’, and especially having self-awareness of the beliefs and
assumptions, the framings and logics of our own behaviour as ‘outsiders’ who want
to understand ‘other’ experiences or beliefs, or to bring DRR to people.
Understanding our own institutional culture is therefore also vital. It is not the
intention here to explore the debates regarding the methodological validity of who
is best placed to study culture – an insider or outsider; an anthropologist, geographer
or sociologist; an academic or a practitioner who has worked for decades ‘in the
field’ – but it is important to note that such debates exist for DRR professionals
to explore. What can be recognised here is that culture forms an important and
intractable part of any context where risk- and disaster-related research is carried
out and DRR may be applied.

But what is (are) culture(s)?

When addressing linkages between cultures and disasters (and then even arguing
that these linkages must not be ignored in DRR), a first and most obvious step
would be to define exactly what we mean by culture. This, however, is where the
challenge begins. Culture cannot be interpreted as a given set of social factors, but
as a constantly changing and shifting configuration of social practices, or as outcomes
of experiences, social arrangements and situations that are inscribed into society. It
is manifest through subcultures and an array of discourses on different scales from
the individual to the global, which are permanently being negotiated on these
different scales. Different cultures are lived and lived-in at the same time, along
parallel trajectories and based on parallel histories – often interwoven, sometimes
detached. All this is further complicated, in the context of risks and disasters, by
environmental degradation and climate change, and how people respond to it.
Culture is ‘messy’ and thus adds to the ‘messiness’ already inherent in the area of
disasters and DRR. The problem is that if culture is left out of the analysis of disaster
and risk (risk already being a social construction and therefore always ‘cultural’) then
the extent and importance of hazards, DRR and related issues of adaptation, coping,
intervention, knowledge and power relations cannot be fully grasped. But because
culture is so complex, it eludes a clear and simple definition.

Whatever its manifestation, culture in one sense is also an adaptation to the risks
inherent in the local environment, whether those threats are real or imagined. In
particular, people adapt the built environment (the totality of created, modified or
constructed spaces and places) to accommodate the risk of living for many
generations in places where they are regularly exposed to hazards. These patterns
then become embedded in cultures over time (Moore 1964, p. 195). This cultural
adaptation, however, is shown to depend on three crucial factors: that the hazard
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is repetitive, that it is of a nature to allow forewarning, and that it inflicts significant
damage to human and material resources (Wenger and Weller 1973, p. 9). Over
the centuries, communities have adapted to risk in the shaping of their environ -
ments. Where the hazard was frequent and of a magnitude to regularly cause loss
of life and property damage, people in the past developed the pragmatic and
theoretical knowledge of learning to live with threat on a day-to-day basis, an
accommodation that is reflected in the design of buildings, the materials used and
the construction techniques. This vernacular architecture is (and, alas, was) a very
visible manifestation of cultural adaptation to risk over time. It is obvious that this
adaptation is not an (almost) involuntary or ‘automatic’ process triggered and
determined by natural factors. It is an active, creative way of dealing with threats
and uncertainties based on ideas and negotiations, communication, social institutions
and agency.

Given the difficulty of defining culture, it comes as little surprise that, when
editing this book, we were confronted by many colleagues, students and attendees
of two conferences we had organised on ‘Cultures and Disasters’ with some tricky
questions: if you do not exactly know what culture is how can you include it in
the study of disasters and in DRR? How can you edit a volume on cultures and
disasters and then not define what you mean exactly when you talk of ‘culture’?
Or ‘cultures’? (With the added comment that ‘you are not even specific about
singular or plural’!) For the purpose of this book, we take two positions: first, we
accept the way the different chapter authors define culture(s) for the sake of their
arguments – some authors are quite clear about their take on culture while others
are more open-ended.

Second, our own view as editors, and the underlying premise that provides the
framework for this book, is that we assume a more functional and practical position
in the context of disasters and implementation. We examine how aspects of risk
and disasters are linked to individuals’, peoples’, populations’ and organisations’
perceptions, interpretations and activities. For this purpose, we are approaching
culture as beliefs, attitudes, feelings, experiences, values and narratives, and their
associated behaviours, actions and day-to-day routines that are shared by, or at least
abided by, most people in respect to threats and hazards. Culture in relation to
risk and disasters is ‘functional’ and provides the ways that people interpret, assess
and adapt with their peers and other members of society to the risk environment
in which they live and work. It is about ordering this risk environment through
institutions (such as rules or laws) and governed by interests (and sometimes
oppression and violence) and re-inventing it as new risks arise. Culture is thus
situated in a process by which people shape their diverse beliefs, institutions and
surroundings around disasters.

The interaction between culture and risk in this pragmatic sense relates to many
aspects of human and institutional behaviour and action, including where people
live and in such aspects as the design of their houses, their attitude to health,
livelihood needs and their connections with others in specific hazard locations.
This encompasses the ways in which societies organise themselves, including
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aspects of authority and power relations that are ‘cultural’ (such as gender, class,
ethnicity, caste, or age group bonding, and the exercise of power through political
or media campaigns etc.) and will inevitably have an influence on people’s ability
and agency to cope with, or adapt to, hazards and disaster outcomes.

Although we are employing this rather functional interpretation of culture, we
are also aware of the danger that identifying something as cultural can easily slide
into essentialism. We are in no way discarding other, broader conceptualisations
or those intepretations that stress more the fluidity and multiplicity of cultures.
These see cultures as outcomes of fields of practices, i.e., contexts where practices
are institutionalised in order to reduce contingencies in everyday life (cf. Dewey
1929, 2005, Schatzki 2003, Barry 2006). Dealing with hazards and disasters
becomes particularly challenging when they trigger singular situations where
common assumptions fail, institutionalised practices are contested and corrupted,
and the actors involved come up with unconventional suggestions, exceptional
solutions and creative responses.

We also see risk of disasters as a potential catalyst for cultural change. Considering
disaster as a historical process allows its impact to be evaluated as more than only
a destructive event. It can be seen as simply an agent of change in its broadest
perspective capable of offering opportunities to push through needed policy
solutions (Birkland 1998, Johnson et al. 2005). As catalysts of change, disasters have
long been transformative agents in their own right, causing political, economic
and social adjustments, triggering needed adaptations in human behaviour and the
built environment, as well as perhaps contributing to the overthrow of dynasties,
economic systems and even civilisations. The rebuilding of Lisbon after the great
earthquake of 1755 is just one such instance as the Portuguese state became
intimately involved in the recovery and reconstruction process, innovating policies
for urban planning and developing seismic-resistant building codes, many of which
continued to be standard practice until the 1920s (Dynes 2000, Chester 2001).
Once the historical importance of disasters as transformative agents is more fully
appreciated then policy makers and planners are more likely to consider longer
term developmental goals as well as satisfy more immediate needs (Bankoff 2011).
The future reconstitution of the Haitian state, as well as the rebuilding of Port-
au-Prince following the January 2010 earthquake, is a case in point.

This leads us to the question of whether we should talk of culture (sing.) or
cultures (pl.). As is obvious from the title of this book, we opted for the plural
form in order to acknowledge the multiplicity of cultural expressions and dimen -
sions, and their emergence and coexistence on many social and spatial scales. The
two conferences we organised prior to publishing this volume (one held in
Bielefeld, Germany, in 2011, the other in Erlangen, Germany, in 20131) had the
same title as this chapter (Cultures and Disasters I/II), and for the same reasons.
Therefore, it seemed only logical to stick to the plural for a book that draws
extensively on the papers and discussions given in these two events. The plural
denotes that there is not just one way or one set of specific practices (or values,
norms, beliefs, narratives, arrangements etc.) and that we are cognisant of different
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viewpoints from a variety of perspectives (whether they are ethnic, disciplinary,
national etc.). However, when we talk of a culture, we are aware that it can also
refer to specific values, conventions and social practices; cultures would thus refer
to different sets of specific values, conventions or practices – to cultures as specific
entities, an essentialist notion that we are trying to avoid.

Using culture(s) as an entry point for analysis, this volume addresses what we
consider to be significant problems that affect DRR, as attempted by many
different types of organisations around the world. Various chapters argue that there
is something significantly wrong in a lot of what happens in DRR, including
ineffectiveness and waste. The problems can be characterised as gaps between what
‘outsiders’ consider disaster risks to be and the very different ways that risks are
perceived, understood and dealt with by ‘insiders’, in their culture at the
‘community’ level. The focus of this book is mainly at this local ‘community’ scale,
because the community level and community-based DRR have become highly
significant in recent years for all types of actors. It is also at this scale that a great
deal of analogous work is going on in ‘community-based adaptation’ (CBA).

The culture ‘gap’

DRR initiatives arise from a range of organisations that act at different levels, but
which share a framework of understanding based on a practical, ‘rational’ or
‘scientific’ approach, and a belief that their concerns about significant natural hazards
are universal and shared by all people who have been affected, or are likely to be
affected, by known and anticipated hazards. There are two key processes that
significantly reduce or distort the success of disaster risk reduction measures, and
although these are mostly familiar to persons involved in DRR activities, they are
often ignored (Bankoff 2004). These processes are also difficult to overcome because
of the ways that institutional behaviours (‘cultures’ of the institutions themselves)
and funding arrangements make it difficult to take them into account.

The first of the two issues that concerns us is that ‘outsiders’ (people from
organisations attempting to support DRR) often hold different conceptions of 
risk in comparison to the priorities of the communities they are trying to help.
However, these differences are not always self-evident or, if recognised, acknow -
ledged. For example, the foreign aid system may require interventions and outcomes
to be predetermined for dealing with large scale hazards at community level, so
there is little or no operational space to allow for these differences. Sometimes
priorities are determined by an organisation’s headquarters that is set far from the
intervention site. There is, therefore, a significant concern that interventions are
most likely to be unsuccessful due to poor uptake or ownership of the project by
local people who do not share the priorities of outsiders. Different perspectives on
risk may simply be overlooked by the DRR agencies who believe that they either
know what should benefit a community and try to change people’s behaviour or
risk priorities, or believe that they have included, through their community-based
approach, all relevant stakeholders and are thus acting according to what the local
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people have expressed as their priorities or most important concerns. Working with
the ‘community’, however, will often not include everybody – those who have
little say and cannot articulate themselves due to unfair power relations often remain
undetected by the intervening agencies. Tensions, fractions and inequalities often
appear to be overlooked, or at least are not dealt with appropriately, by outside
organisations when programmes and projects are actually implemented, or they
are not considered to be significant barriers. These power relations are almost always
present (in a wide variety of configurations), especially on grounds of gender, class,
ethnicity, caste, patron–client relations or age group bonding. They are also
sometimes justified by ideology and religion, making it difficult to intervene from
outside. Communities are never neatly aligned to fit with the needs and priorities
of the external institution that wants to work with local people. Local people
themselves are also not uniform; the idea of community implies unity, collaboration,
cooperation and sharing, which is usually not the case (cf. Etzioni 1996, Oliver-
Smith 2005, Twigg 2009, Jones et al. 2013). In fact, the ‘community’ remains a
myth (Cannon et al. 2014) and sometimes a romantic idea (de Beer 2012).
Therefore, even when participatory risk assessments are carried out, it is highly
likely that people’s priorities will be subsumed within activities that focus on major
hazards and/or on what local elites have communicated as being of major concern.
Evaluations that show the work has been successful normally come at the end of
a project, which is not a relevant time to test whether they have been effective in
disaster preparedness. A significant reduction in disaster risk may only be evident
long after the project is ended and this is not captured in the evaluation of the
project activities.

The mismatch of priorities explained above is reinforced by a second key factor:
people often choose to live in dangerous places for good reasons (Cannon 2008).
The ways that ‘culture’ contrasts with the prevailing DRR rationalities is most
evident when people seemingly ignore risks that outsiders regard as serious. But
people often consider that their ability to influence those threats is minimal. Other
important factors also override conventional DRR notions of risk. Many authors
have noted that people knowingly live in areas ‘at risk’ and exercise substantial
choice in doing so. The significance of place and emotional attachments to it are
well understood in the anthropology literature, and this is where our first argument
(about people’s different priorities and their livelihood needs) overlaps with the
cultural beliefs that help people to live with risks.

Although it is true that power relations and poverty force many people to live
in unsafe locations and unsafe houses, there is plenty of evidence that hundreds of
millions of people choose to live on the sides of volcanoes, in earthquake fault
zones, in river flood plains and on coasts that are exposed to storms and tsunamis.
These are the places where they get their livelihoods, which are often better in
those danger zones (valley and volcanic soils are very fertile, coasts are good for
fishing and farming, fault zones in arid areas often have associated water supplies).
People – more or less willingly – trade off everyday benefits against the danger of
the less frequent physical hazards that can affect those locations. In effect, they
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‘discount’ the future risk of a big event in order to reap the day-to-day benefits
of their livelihood. Of course people do not – cannot – engage in any formal
cost–benefit analysis to work out their ‘discount rate’, but in effect that is what is
going on.

There are also studies of people wanting to move back to their homes and towns
after they have been destroyed and where the hazard may be repeated (cf. Oliver-
Smith 1986, Cannon 2008). This poses a number of problems for DRR. Most
critically, it calls into question the implicit and underlying logic of DRR
interventions that adopts a certain type of rationality, which dictates that, given
sufficient knowledge and awareness, people would not live in ‘risky’ areas. The
implications of this for DRR practitioners are inherently problematic. As Cannon
(2008, p. 355) notes, ‘improving their [vulnerable communities] security means
persuading people to act against what they think are their own interests, or
denying their culture or psychological preferences’.

In a similar vein, the external experts may not realise or fully appreciate the
accommodation that many local communities may have reached with the risks
inherent in their environment over time. Especially where hazards may be ‘a frequent
life experience’, that is a recurring and oft experienced event in people’s lives, local
communities may have developed ways of ‘normalising threats’. This normalisation
of risk may be expressed through practices that deal with the emotional and
psychological requirements of living with uncertainty and which may influence
character traits, normative values and religious beliefs. They may also be more
physical manifestations discernible in the built environment and the historical record,
such as in the design and construction of buildings to accommodate climatic and
seismic contingencies, in agricultural systems that emphasise minimising risk rather
than maximising surplus, and in the constant relocation of settlements and migration
to find safer locations and more sustainable livelihoods. Whether such practices
are sufficient to constitute a coherent body of local knowledge, separate from and
in contrast to the notion of a ‘universal’ and Western scientific thought, is a matter
of considerable debate. These practices do, however, often represent a distinctive
pattern of activity and behaviour to that premised upon the assumptions of
avoidance-loss so much favoured by Western social science, and they do raise
important questions about how cultural forms and traits are interpreted (Bankoff
2004).

Related to this second key factor are people’s own explanations of threats and
disasters that, to other groups or outside ‘experts’, sometimes seem irrational or
even absurd, but make perfect sense in a lifeworld that has been collectively framed
by people’s experiences and practices for years and generations. However, one must
be wary of viewing these produced lifeworlds as expressions of fixed cultural entities.
A conceptualisation of culture as acting upon individuals merely as a constraint or
as a facilitator implies seeing people as hostages of values and their institution -
alisations and culture as robbing individuals’ agency (Macamo 2013). Sometimes
in DRR action, intervening organisations yearn for a culturally coherent response
by those affected by threats and hazards and are convinced of finding it when
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working with ‘communities’. What is presented to them on location, however, is
more a system of authority, hegemony and power relations than a stable and easily
discernible ‘culture’. Culture as a constant, everyday production of ‘contexts of
action’ (Macamo 2013) cannot easily be grasped by intervening agencies, despite
their hope to be able to do so at the ‘community’ level. Taking culture seriously
in DRR intervention, and doing credit to the importance of culture in risk and
disaster contexts, means having to take the complex everyday dealings and
livelihood activities of the people one is working with into account. Risk
management and disaster-related intervention should thus not be a sectoral
undertaking to mitigate threats, but must entail a more holistic approach that takes
the broad range of livelihood and lifeworld realities into account. The same goes
for the study of disasters and risks: the chapters in this book demonstrate the challenge
of bringing culture into the disaster discussion, not only because culture in itself
is a contested topic but also because it influences risk in so many different ways.

Culture(s) as the missing dimension in disaster and risk
studies: some key suggestions

Given the complexity of culture(s), and the vast array of approaches to con cep -
tualising the topic, it is helpful to suggest some entry points into studying the links
between cultures and disasters. Most of these were identified at the two conferences
mentioned above. Despite the multiplicity and varied approaches to the question
of culture and risk, there were some central points that the majority of experts
from different disciplines and agencies agreed upon. The discussions at the 2013
Erlangen Conference, in particular, were marked first by what appeared to reflect
the ‘gap’ between insiders and outsiders described above, and also between
practitioners working in DRR and scholars working on DRR. It became quite
evident, however, that the sharing of expertise of these two groups of actors has
potential to lead to a more coherent understanding of culture-risk-linkages without
having to negate the complexity and multi-varied interpretations and cultural
framings of risks and disasters. The board diagram (Figure 1) is a graphic recording
of one of the conference discussions. It evolved as the discussion continued, serving
as a ‘real-time’, simultaneous visual documentation of the debate, but also
influencing it as discussants and audience elaborated arguments and spotted
contradictions as the visual transcript emerged. Turning the spoken words into
images, the professional graphic recorder, as an interpreter, summarised the topics
addressed, thus highlighting central issues as the debate went on. While the
difficulty in defining disasters and culture(s) could not be overcome, a multitude
of other aspects were brought to light that have found entry into the chapters of
this book and need to be brought to the attention in future DRR-related work.
These include: the relationship of hazards, disasters and local knowledge;
interpretations, values and taboos; the nature of globalised strategies of dealing with
risks; the mismatch of traditions and ‘modern’ DRR-related technologies and
policies; the arrogance of not taking note of people’s experiences, priorities and
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actions in DRR; the importance of acknowledging power relations in the study
of how risk is constructed in DRR; and embedding risk and disasters in the contexts
of justice and human rights.

Five key suggestions and conclusions emerged from these debates. While these
reflect a diagnosis of scholarly and practical approaches to risk and disasters, and
are targeted mainly at disaster-related intervention, they also have implications for
the study of culture and risk inter-linkages.

1 Paying more attention to people’s own priorities, perceptions and belief
systems: involving the people affected and their interests in the planning and
implementation of DRR and aid measures may increase the acceptance and
sustainability of DRR concepts within societies.

Introduction  11

FIGURE 1 The complexity of linking culture, risk and disasters: graphic recording of a
discussion held at the 2013 ‘Cultures and Disasters’ Conference, Erlangen, Germany 

Source: Graphic recording: Gabriele Schlipf.
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2 DRR priorities have to be set to the needs of people at risk by getting rid of
a supply driven DRR and introducing a demand driven DRR.

3 Being aware of one’s own ‘cultural’ perspective and the boundedness of DRR,
and its effects on practical work and disaster risk research, is crucial and unveils
the constructedness of DRR relevant concepts such as ‘community’, ‘resilience’
or ‘local knowledge’.

4 Definitions of ‘disaster’ and ‘culture’ also are cultural conventions them-
selves. The terms therefore should be used with wariness about their social
constructed ness.

5 Culture can be seen as situated in a process, by which people shape their diverse
beliefs, narratives and practices around disasters. Culture is never homogeneous.
It can be based on a specific place, but not necessarily so, and it depends on
the diversity and mobility of people. It can be both, sweet and cool as well
as destructive and creative.

How this book is structured

As is easily discernible from this short, and by no means complete, list of key 
points, more often than not a combination of approaches will be employed to come
to grips with the ‘messiness’ of cultures and disasters as epitomised in the graphic
recording above (Figure 1). It is interesting to note that the five conclusions can
be ‘read’ differently depending on what one is primarily concerned with: how
culture shapes vulnerability (i.e., how people are exposed to hazards via culture),
or how it influences people’s ways of dealing with disaster risk and disasters (i.e.
how culture enables or facilitates an appropriate ‘handling’ of threats). Most authors
in this volume are in fact approaching their topic from various viewpoints that
include most, if not all, of the above five findings. For ease of presentation, the
chapters are grouped into three sections that allow for a step-by-step entry into
the challenging analysis of the more than complex relationships between culture(s)
and disasters.

The first section combines chapters that deconstruct conceptualisations of
disasters and highlight different framings of risk. The chapters explore how disasters
are constructed by societies and how culturally embedded perceptions and ideas
determine the (potential) creation or elimination of risks. Kenneth Hewitt leads
the way by exploring the reconfiguration of social relations of safety and calamity
and examines the current paradigms of securitisation that dominate attempts 
to control risk and disasters. Next, Anthony Oliver-Smith links disasters to
neoliberalism, which he interprets as a cultural frame that expresses, largely in
economic terms, how risk reduction strategies are designed and implemented. He
argues for DRR policies that must contend with a dominant cultural frame that
undermines a successful implementation of meaningful risk management strategies.
Greg Bankoff emphasises cultural adaptation by people to natural hazards and,
drawing on the example of earthquakes, shows how the built environment provides
a visible manifestation of how culture is ineluctably intertwined with disaster risk
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management, not only in terms of practical adjustments to hazards but also as a
form of long term educational transmission through heritage. Gerrit Schenk
analyses the chances and problems of learning from the history of disasters and
discusses cognitive concepts and models of ‘nature’. Terry Cannon concludes this
section by linking the significance of culture to disasters and climate change
adaptation, explaining how the latter is embedded in beliefs and behaviours.

The second section links cultures to issues of social vulnerability. These chapters
draw on how perceptions of and attitudes towards disasters are embedded into
societies as day-to-day social practices and how risk-related discourses are shaped
and communicated. James Lewis initially illustrates how aspects of behaviour, often
over long periods of time, may affect the safety of others and become more
significant to disaster risk than technologies, or what is generally termed ‘resilience’.
Klaus Geiselhart, Fabian Schlatter, Benedikt Orlowski and Fred Krüger explore
notions of culture as fields of (often institutionalised) practice. The HIV/AIDS
pandemic serves as an example to illustrate how exceptional events and processes
are leading to creative solutions in coping with risks and how these solutions (often
deemed irrelevant by DRR actors) may help to improve disaster preparedness and
response. Lisa Schipper then links disasters to religion and belief systems, and discusses
these cultural expressions as drivers of vulnerability and as potential entry points
for resilience building. Finally in this section, Andrew Crabtree, using a Bourdieuan
interpretation of risk approaches, analyses structural and cultural changes since the
onset of the 2008 flood in Bangladesh and how socioculturally embedded
expectations affect psychosocial risk in the aftermath of the flood.

In the third section, the chapters draw on linkages between cultures and the
realisation of disaster reduction programmes, stressing inequalities in DRR as a
cultural institution. David Alexander introduces this final section of the book by
making observations on two aspects of the changing role of human culture in DRR,
namely celebrity and victimhood. He demonstrates how the vigorous promotion
of commercial and entertainment values by the mass media is radically changing
the public’s attitudes towards disasters. Then, using the example of flood
management measures, Brian Cook shows a widening gap between those who
decide on these measures and those who are governed by these decisions. Ilan
Kelman, JC Gaillard, Jessica Mercer, Kate Crowley, Sarah Marsh and Julie Morin
examine approaches to understanding the role of culture in DRR by focusing on
how different knowledge systems can be combined, drawing on case studies from
Small Island Developing States (SIDS). JC Gaillard, Maureen Fordham and
Kristinne Sanz then reflect upon the importance of integrating gender perspectives
in DRR, demonstrating how women in post-disaster situations adapt to, accom -
modate and resist the socially and culturally defined gender roles and expectations
to ensure their survival and contribute positively to the larger society. Jörn
Birkmann, Neysa Setiadi and Georg Fiedler examine how religious symbols have
been used to promote the acceptance of evacuation and temporary migration in
the light of tsunami risk in Indonesia. Martin Voss and Leberecht Funk end this
section and the book with a chapter that uses the example of the Tao people in
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Taiwan to explain an epistemic gap between privileged ‘experts’ who advocate
the rules of scientific discourses on disaster, and people whose livelihoods are at
risk but who do not employ scientific interpretations of hazards.

Conclusion

Despite (or because of) the complexity of cultural framings of risks and disasters,
we realise that this volume is only a tentative step in the direction of better
understanding of how culture might enhance DRR. Understanding the differing
priorities of people ‘at risk’ requires broadening our frame of reference. It is no
longer sufficient to focus narrowly on trying to understand how to improve DRR
programmes where these are defined by ‘outsiders’. Instead it becomes necessary
to invest in understanding the rationalities for different (and seemingly irrational)
behaviour. This means moving beyond our conventional frames of reference in
the disaster sector and incorporating the perspectives and insights from other
disciplines such as social psychology, public health, anthropology, geography,
sociology, history, architecture and behavioural economics. Moreover, it requires
confronting the (often) difficult questions that different rationalities pose for DRR
programming, namely that ‘outsider’s’ priorities are often not the same as those
they aim to help. Paying more attention to people’s own priorities, perceptions,
belief systems and actions, and involving the people affected and their interests in
the planning and implementation of DRR and aid measures, may increase the
acceptance and sustainability of DRR concepts within societies.

We argue that most DRR interventions either expect people to behave in ways
that minimise the same risks as those identified by the outsider, or those interven-
ing are only dimly aware of ‘other’ cultural framings of threats and disasters and 
for various reasons do not take them into account. In short, we argue that many
DRR organisations or policies are sometimes divorced from the reality, either in
their thinking or their doing, or both, of those they are trying to help. DRR staff
and institutions are often aware of the gaps between their own goals and those of
the people they are claiming to help. But they are often not willing to accept 
that this is a problem, or find it difficult to challenge the institutions’ remit to take
it into account. It is very difficult for organisations that are charged with DRR to
change their focus and carry out work that supports people in their everyday 
life, especially when such people are seemingly indifferent to the threat that assails
them. Where institutions and their staff are open to the problem, they may still
be unable to redefine themselves to reduce the gaps. They are also likely to be
dependent on funding from donors who are only willing to support DRR for
specific hazards in more or less prescribed ways. By pulling together recent
academic work from different disciplines in one volume, we hope to enhance under -
standing of the complex and complicated linkages between disasters and cultures,
and thus con tribute to the ongoing debate about how to increase disaster related
research and intervention and, perhaps, even challenge some existing approaches
and inter vention.
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Notes

1 International conference ‘Cultures and Disasters’, 5–6 July, 2011, convened at the Centre
of Interdisciplinary Research (Zentrum für Interdisziplinäre Forschung ZEF), University
of Bielefeld (Germany), and international conference ‘Cultures and Disasters II: Exploring
the Links between Disasters and Culture(s): Preparedness, Response, Policies.’, 11–12
July, 2013, convened at the Institute of Geography, Friedrich-Alexander-Universität
Erlangen-Nürnberg (Germany); both organised by the editors of this volume.
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